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Emily Brennan-Moran: Naming the Dead: An Ethics of Memory and Metonymy 
(Under the direction of Della Pollock)  
 
  
 This is a project about naming the dead—and about the claim that the dead have on us. 
This claim demands a memorial ethics. I pursue this ethics through a reflexive critical practice 
that recognizes my scholarly engagement with sites and objects of commemoration as 
constituting “performances of memory.” As it enacts and describes these performances of 
memory, this dissertation articulates a provisional guide for what I call critical metonymic 
memory work, which recognizes the possibility for criticism—and acts of remembering—to 
work toward more just futures. This critical metonymic memory work begins with the 
assumption that the meaning of the name in memorial contexts is not settled, even when it may 
appear to be. I ask: What is it about remembering that compels us to name, when the name itself 
is an unsettled signifier, a metonymic marker that may inch close to, but will never reach, the 
unknowable and uncontainable subjectivity of the signified? In other words, what is it about the 
name that compels us to remember what the name also displaces? And: What can I do to begin to 
write into the ethical charge I find animating the name in commemorative contexts? This project 
recognizes the name’s ever-expanding repertoire of memorial possibility. These possibilities are 
both productive of better relations and, at other times, sites of discursive violence or effacement. 
 In the chapters of this project, I trace relationships to the dead that adhere through the 
name to everyday objects that have been mobilized to memory: a photograph, a bench, empty 
 iv 
shoes. The result is what Joseph Roach might call a genealogy of naming the dead. Through each 
scene of memory, I follow the twin compulsion and insufficiency of the name as it expands 
metonymically to encompass acts of misnaming, un-naming, and renaming. In particular, I focus 
on the meaning-making possibilities of the name through its propensity to metonymic 
displacement, repetition, and what I call the “performative slide”—the activation of that space 
between signifiers where anything is possible, and where new meaning emerges with respect to 
our signifying practices. Ultimately, I argue in part that the name’s metonymy draws rememberer 
and remembered into indeterminate relationships of meaning-making that can yield the potential 









For all the women I remember in these pages, 
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PREFACE: MEMORY SCHOLARSHIP AND THE GRIEF OF  
WHAT MAY COME: A LOVE LETTER 
 
 
“Beloved is my sister.” —Toni Morrison, Beloved (242) 
 
 When I write, I am writing about my sister. Not really. But the displacement of this “not 
really” is less a surrogation than it is an entanglement: I am not not writing about my sister.  
 I am trying to write about the ways that we name or signify the dead in commemorative 
contexts. About proper names, and proper names that are missing, and all of the other myriad 
ways that we name those we remember when we re-member them. My sister is alive—I am not 
writing about my sister.  
 During my first year as a PhD student, my mother called me while I was in seminar. My 
sister was having a procedure, and she had stopped breathing under the anesthesia. A fluke. 
During my second year as a PhD student, my mother called me on Valentine’s Day to tell me 
that my sister was in the hospital, had had a seizure, had stopped breathing, that all was well but 
she could tell my father was shaken up. I could tell he thought she was going to die, she said. 
The next day, my mother’s best friend called me. When your mom first called me, I could tell she 
thought your sister was going to die. During my third year as a PhD student, my parents didn’t 
call me at all when my sister had a seizure and was hospitalized again because I was taking my 
comprehensive exams. There was nothing you could have done anyway, they told me. During my 
fourth year as a PhD student, my sister moved across the country to live in a group home, and 
my parents followed to live in a small apartment nearby. I am not the one whose life has been 
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uprooted, I kept telling myself, but I couldn’t write a word for five months anyway. I am not not 
writing about my sister.  
 My sister lives with cerebral palsy, a disability that can have more or less impact on the 
navigation of one’s daily life, on one’s day-to-day and long-term health. My sister falls on the 
“more” side of the spectrum. I spent my senior year of high school coming to terms with the fact 
that my impending leave-taking, the adventure of going away—and its attending state of being 
gone—was something my two-years-younger sister would never experience. Our shared 
childhood was over. My going would take me places she could not follow.  
 I spent graduate school coming to terms with the fact that there is more than one kind of 
being gone. That my sister and I may not grow old together, that her fragile health has morphed a 
narrative’s ellipses, a story to which I figured I would continue to return—every holiday, every 
school break, every time I had time, because she always had time for me—into a question 
mark… a question mark that may eventually become a period. Gone. Rebecca Schneider writes 
about watching television as the Twin Towers fell on September 11, 2001, describes the ABC 
anchorman who reacted to the second tower coming down by articulating the punctuation of his 
sentences: “‘Well believe it, exclamation mark! It’s true, period.’” She wonders, “Could there be 
a believability in the mark that was somehow greater than the words to which they added 
emphasis, the words to which they gave pause?” (“Never, Again” 23). Gone, period.  
 When I write, I am writing about myself. I spent graduate school grieving a future that 
may come. Susan Brison extends Marianne Hirsch’s concept of “postmemory” to include a sense 
of prememory (86-88). Hirsch theorizes postmemory as a way to talk about memories of the 
Holocaust shared by the children of survivors. These are memories held by the second and 
subsequent generations, by individuals who did not themselves live through the Holocaust but 
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who nevertheless share in its trauma. Brison uses prememory, the memory of that which has not 
yet come to pass (but will, imminently), to describe the fear of possible (impending) sexual 
assault that women are conditioned to feel. This fear is nurtured by narratives of others’ sexual 
assaults, postmemories of other assaults entangled with our own embodied realities. Prememory. 
I am engulfed in a prememory of loss: a being-in-time marked by “a feared future that someday 
will have been—a temporal correlate to the spatial paradox of the Mobius strip, in which what 
are apparently two surfaces fuse, at every point, into one” (Brison 88, emphasis original). 
 Grief, and (p)re-membering loss, ghost my writing. I am interested in memory and 
names; memory of names; memory by and through names. Two thoughts echo: The name is not 
enough. The name is, so often, all we have, if we even have that—one line in an archive, an 
etching in stone, proof of life. These thoughts vibrate together in tensive possibility, operate “as 
if” we might trick our way out of the failure of signification, and, when that doesn’t work, 
commit to trying again. Not enough, all we have.  
 For several years, I struggled to articulate the stakes of this work because they seem so 
obvious. How could our ethical commitments and discursive relations to the dead not matter? I 
realize, belatedly, that the stakes have always been enormously personal, that I am writing about 
my sister (and myself) even when I am certain that I’m not. It’s clearer now: I have been struck 
by an urgency, by a need to perfect the task of remembering—staging for the end of history, 
Jacques Derrida calls it in Specters of Marx (10)—so that one day when the time comes, if the 
time comes, I can do it perfectly.  
 In another essay, Derrida writes following the loss of his friend Hans-Georg Gadamer 
that every friendship is conditioned by the pain of the eventuality that one friend will lose the 
other to death. This is, for Derrida, the “gloom of an implacable future anterior.” It will be the 
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job of the one who remains to “carry the world of the other”—“The world after the end of the 
world.” Because, Derrida writes,  
[E]very time, and every time singularly, every time irreplaceably, every time infinitely, 
death is nothing less than the end of the world. Not only one end among others, the end of 
someone or of something in the world, the end of a life or of a living being. Death neither 
puts an end to someone in the world nor to a world among others. Death marks every 
time, every time in defiance of arithmetic, the absolute end of the one and only world… 
(“Uninterrupted Dialogue” 8, emphasis original) 
 
What, then, might it mean to stage the end of the world—what would certainly be, for me, the 
“end of history” (with apologies to the phrase’s original geopolitical context)? Remembering, 
like all performance, requires practice. In what ways can scholarship constitute this practice, a 
practice of fortitude, perhaps, for the “singularly, irreplaceably, infinitely” rupturing end of the 
world? What are the rules for scholarly writing when every analysis, every critical reading, is 
both an end unto itself and simultaneously an act in excess of itself—a performance of 
prememory?  
 And what is it that waits there, after the end of the world? In Derrida’s tribute to 
Gadamer, he meditates on a line from the poet Paul Celan: Die Welt ist fort, ich muss dich 
tragen, which translates, “The world is gone, I must carry you” (Derrida 9, translation Michael 
Hamburger). My sister and I used to carry one another discursively. We were signifiers sliding 
together, materializations of the “substitutional economy of the family” that Peggy Phelan 
describes as knitting together her own siblings, where each act of hailing involves a “string of 
wrong names that preceded your own address” (13). But less so, lately. These days, my mother 
often calls me by the name of her sister, or sometimes that of one of her friends, emplacing me in 
a substitutional economy of women upon whom she can rely. My sister and I have been prised 
apart; she is herself and I am me. But in my own personal system of signs, the supplement to self 
has always been “sister,” rising up to erase the separation. How does one write about memory, 
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ethics, ghosts when the writing frays at the edges, loses its clarity and instead daydreams scenes 
of intersubjectivity? Where does the I go to meet its Thou once she’s gone?  
 And what kind of critic is pieced together in and through these acts of writing? Despite—
or perhaps because—my work is inflected by a prememory of loss, by the fact that I dwell by 
nature on the dark side of the subjunctive, where what ifs compel me to plan for the end of the 
world, I commit myself to reading reparatively. I trace commemorative encounters with the dead 
across contexts and media—a photographic image, monumental sites, material objects, and 
literary fiction—and through different registers, from the intimacy of my personal reading of a 
photograph to the memorial work of public sites contending with difficult national histories. In 
each critical act, I rely on Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick’s assertion that “[b]ecause there can be 
terrible surprises… there can also be good ones” (146). I am used to terrible surprises, and 
because I understand myself as used to terrible surprises, because I know what it is like to dodge 
the proverbially dropping “other shoe” again, again, again, I can also imagine (myself) 
otherwise. The phone rings, and I pick it up, and it is good news.  
 As both a critic of memorials and a sibling locked in an endless (re)staging of a possible 
future loss, I write, and write as, what Della Pollock calls a “performative ‘I.’” This self is not a 
preexistent positionality from which I approach objects of analysis but rather an emergent, 
relational self that becomes and just as quickly disappears in and through the act of writing as a 
performance of memory. The performative “I” is traced through with my sister as its other, even 
when that imbrication drives scholarly acts of remembering beyond the place of scholarly 
comfort. The performative “I” in all its iterations is regularly “overcome” (Pollock, 
“Performative ‘I’” 251): worked over by memory even as it claims to be “working on” 
memory—“doing the thing done until it—and we—[are] almost undone” (Pollock 246).  
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 I am undone by my sister, as is always the case between the primary term and its 
supplement. Phelan has lost a sister, and her sister ghost used to accompany the living members 
of the family—Phelan, her six brothers and sisters, and her parents—on childhood drives from 
New York to Massachusetts. Phelan’s sister is palpable; she becomes unbearably present during 
rounds of the “silent game,” that futile exercise at muting the chaos of seven children on a road 
trip. The ghost is part of the substitutional economy of Phelan’s family, a system in which 
similar-featured brothers and sisters are able to see themselves across gender and time, “living 
maps of one another’s physical history and future” (12). In the case of the ghost, “her non-
corporeality reproduced [their] bodies as fleshless” (13). But my sister is alive, and so I am not, 
here, writing about my sister.  
 I look in the mirror and imagine future memorials.  
 Will I engrave her name in stone, on stone, headstones declaring “beloved!”—Beloved is 
my sister?  
 Will I say it over and over again, mark it on my body in ink as an invocation against 
disappearance? Will she answer when I call?  
 I imagine dedicating a memorial bench, but she cannot sit on a bench—not on her own, 
anyway. If I were to dedicate a bench to my sister’s memory, I would always have to be there 
with her in order for her to enjoy it.  
 So I will build a shrine out of photographs, one smiling face repeating hundreds of times. 
This is my sister, I will tell anyone who asks.  
 Or perhaps I’ll leave her behind anywhere and everywhere I go, a name carved in a tree, 
written under the table at my favorite bar.  
 I’ll commission a mural, a billboard, a marquee.  
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 A butterfly garden, in honor of.  
 The flowers will be yellow. Her favorite color.  
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CHAPTER ONE: DOING JUSTICE: MEMORY, METONYMY, AND NAMING THE DEAD 
 
What kind of history is it that does not save?  
—Jane Blocker, Where is Ana Mendieta? (133)  
 
 I begin with the end. Here, briefly, is the final scene of my dissertation. In June of 2019, I 
traveled to Auschwitz-Birkenau and was overtaken by names. They interrupted my experience of 
the camp as a memorial, overwhelmed my tenuous ability to overlay years of study and two-
dimensional maps onto the historical site in which I found myself. They caught me off guard, 
moved me, compelled me to attention as I walked from building to building. Names. 
Everywhere. There are names everywhere. They are carved on walls and on bunks, in the 
children’s block, in the latrine, in the barrack where they held women who had been selected to 
die in the gas chambers. There are original drawings behind glass in the children’s block, but this 
is something else. These are post-war inscriptions, etched across Birkenau buildings by visitors. 
They are scattered across surfaces, sometimes one or two, sometimes countless inscriptions 
carved over one another, layered past the edges of legibility. Names: Nelly, Robert, Bella, Paweł, 
Patryk, Basia, Jakob, John, Gill, Daniel, Sylwia, Alex, Kenneth, Harry, Alda, Vera, Ewa, Lopez, 
Liz, Jessica, Elsa, Miku, Ben, David, Gorzyn, Alan, Edwin, Shaul, Janka… Some are first 
names, others family names. Some first names are accompanied by last names, some by dates. 




 Why? The official answer is that etching one’s name in the wall at Auschwitz is an act of 
vandalism. But as I was met by inscription after inscription, I was struck by the fact that most did 
not seem to signal malicious intent. Even attributing them to thoughtlessness or simple 
repetition—there are names here and so I, too, will write my name—felt too easy. Why break 
normative conventions of respectful behavior to carve your name in the wall at the most 
infamous and deadly of the Nazi extermination camps? What is the meaning of the name in this 
context? Maybe my reading is wrong, and visitor after visitor decided to etch their name because 
everyone else was doing it, or because they woke up that day and thought, “I’m going to deface 
this place while I’m here.” But what if what’s at stake is something more than that?  
 These names, repeating to excess, felt like an attempt to deal with an experience marked 
by excess. In the middle of a place that defies explanation, I imagine that many of these people 
found themselves so moved or overwhelmed or simply beside themselves, beyond their ability to 
process their experience of the camp, that they did the only thing that seemed possible in 
response: they named themselves as having been there. They were here, in the uncontainable 
“here” of this place. There are names everywhere, and as I read name after name, tried to unravel 
tangled masses of inscription, I too was moved by the impossibility of response to Auschwitz. I 
saw the impossibility of assimilation or understanding or remembering, adequately, all reflected 
back in these furtively etched names.  
 Vandalism, repetition, excess, presence, I was here, I cannot find the words, I am 
compelled to do something. The names cannot help but mark that which they lack, and, despite 
the vigor with which they were literally inscribed into the foundations of Auschwitz, what they 
lack is any settled meaning. Instead, they seem to animate an unending process of meaning-




encounters the names, and the rememberers who inscribed them become themselves part of “the 
remembered.” The fact is that in a space traced through with unimaginable suffering, at a site 
that commemorates the deaths of 1.1 million people, in the midst of buildings that materialize 
atrocity photographs many of us have seen since we were children, there are names, everywhere. 
Why?   
 




 What is it about remembering that compels us to name? This is a project about naming 
the dead. My opening scene—the dissertation’s closing scene—is so gripping, for me, because in 
it the name dissolves the memorial frame, and naming the dead becomes naming ourselves to the 
dead. As much as this is a project about naming the dead, it is also a project about the claim that 
the dead have on us. It is a project about the porousness of boundaries between rememberer and 
remembered, between delineations of here-and-now and there-and-then. This is a project about 
how performing metonymic naming on, with, and around everyday objects enacts a demanding 
relationship to the dead. The relationships I consider and enact in the following chapters 
challenge remembering that may otherwise instrumentalize the dead, making them subjects of   
victim narratives or historical closure or moral instruction. This project instead pursues an ethics 
of intersubjective attention, and the possibilities for remembering toward more just futures that 
inhere in this attention. In these imagined futures, the dead—and the living—speak their own 
names.   
 As I confront the names on the walls at Auschwitz, and they confront me, I find myself 
asking again the questions at the heart of this dissertation: What is it that we are doing when we 
name the dead? How is meaning made through acts of commemorative naming, when names are 
as metonymically compelling as they are unstable? These questions raise many others: How do 
our signifying practices illustrate the epistemological, performative, and ethical possibilities—
and limitations—of the proper name as a commemorative marker? Is it possible that other, better 
futures may emerge from our acts of naming? Is the name a promise to remember, as it seems to 
be on the walls at Auschwitz? What is the content of that promise? Is the name itself ever 




 How do our relations to the dead change based on the ways in which we name them? 
What modes of relation to the dead are opened up by full proper names? By partial names—like 
the many first names written on the walls at Auschwitz? What about by acts of naming that rely 
on other signifiers altogether? How do we name the unnamed?  
 This project starts but does not end with the name. I ask how practices of naming or 
signifying the dead articulate the ineffable, felt quality of our relation to people-past. Is there 
solid ground in the latticed web of sliding signifiers, displaced meanings, the deferral just-out-of-
reach of that something that might begin to do justice to a life? What is the promise of proximity 
through the name as it is articulated to memorial sites and memorial objects? Is getting close, 
closing in, even the point?   
Working on Memory Working on Me  
 
 As much as this is a project about remembering the dead, it is also a project about doing 
criticism. I conceptualize memory as a dynamic, active process that I characterize as 
“remembering” or “performing memory.” As sociologist Jeffrey Olick notes, “So much of our 
colloquial and scholarly discourse treats memory as a thing: the memory.” “But,” he asks, “what 
is memory except the variety of practices that comprise remembering?” (10). Naming the dead is 
one such “practice” that “comprises remembering.” In the following chapters, I practice 
remembering as a form of “performing memory.” In so doing, I rely on Richard Schechner’s 
basic delineation between doing and showing doing, in which he defines showing doing as the 
purview of performance (Performance Studies 28). Following Schechner, I understand memory 
performance as (in part) a practice of externalizing the doing of memory, of ritualizing it in and 
for repetition. In this project, as I will discuss shortly, I am explicitly showing the doing of 




naming the dead. As I will show, these sites have called me to a highly reflexive and responsive 
critical practice, one in which writing about the memorialized dead and writing with and for the 
memorialized dead are combined to yield practices of critical naming. This intensely personal 
practice of writing with and for the dead was not my original intent. But at the point of encounter 
in each of the scenes that follows, the dead lay claim on me and on my work. I have had no 
choice but to answer. These claims lead me to ask: What does critical work that takes up the call-
and-response of memorial objects look like? How can or must I embody the ethics of proximity 
and attention to which these sites call me? What can I do, at least in part in writing as a form of 
naming the dead, to begin to answer the ethical charge I find at each of these commemorative 
sites?  
 In the context of a project primarily concerned with commemorating people (rather than, 
for example, places or events), I understand “remembering” as the imaginative mediation 
between past and present through which our relationships to and with the dead are constituted. 
As Susan Sontag notes, “Memory is, achingly, the only relation we can have with the dead” 
(115). In this project, as I will detail shortly, these relationships often adhere through the name to 
everyday objects that have been mobilized to memory.  
 This project has involved travel to commemorative sites, looking at archival materials, 
and curating my own archive of news clippings, citational texts, and photographs. In the context 
of this critical work, I was myself engaging in practices of remembering—performances of 
memory. Rather than ask, primarily, how others practiced remembering in relation to the 
memorial texts and objects at the center of the project, or how remembering in relation to these 
objects might be practiced in general, I was “doing memory” and, in the process, became my 




foundational nor exemplary but as one indication of possibilities for remembering with and 
through various names for the dead. Throughout this project and the process of focusing on 
something so intimate as naming the dead, I found I had to pay careful attention to the ways that 
memory was working on me even as I claimed to be—as a normative description of the project 
might suggest—“working on memory.” These moments where remembering overtakes me, 
moves me, draws me in, surprises me, makes me think differently, leaves me without words, or 
begs me to write, write, write through failure and lack, feature prominently as I chart my acts of 
naming the dead.  
 It is this sense of memory “working on me” that compels me to write toward what I have 
come to see as the name’s ever-expanding repertoire of memorial possibility. These possibilities 
are both productive of better relations and, at other times, unsettling—enacting discursive 
violence or effacing those the name claims to remember. As I sort through this performative 
repertoire, I write toward the omnipresent why? that clings to the walls at Auschwitz. 
Remembering and I work on each other, in a recursive push and pull where I sometimes direct 
the scene and at other times find myself totally swept up, my own critical agenda forgotten. In 
the context of this doubled sense of the work of memory, I make provisional claims about the 
richly varied ethical and performative capacities of signifying the dead.  
Metonymic Naming  
 
 I cannot shake the image of those walls. In each name was etched, for me, an entire 
dissertation about the impossibility of responding to Auschwitz.1 And yet: What is it about 
 
1 This impossibility of response has been the subject of a great deal of work. See, for example, 
Saul Friedlander’s Probing the Limits of Representation, Jean-François Lyotard’s The Differend, 




remembering that compels us to name? This “and yet” drives my project, resulting in turns and 
returns that follow the twin compulsion and insufficiency of the name. In chapter two, I begin 
with a single unnamed photograph, turn toward its named version, return to find more 
photographs and both more and fewer names. In chapter three, I am met by a ghost whose name 
is itself an un-naming—a name that is both a discursive violence and the only signifier I have 
with which to begin my remembering. In chapter four, I chart the expanding signifying 
relationship of the name to the dead as it slides to empty shoes, material markers for both the 
named and unnamed. In each case, the name leads down what sometimes seems a rabbit hole of 
naming, un-naming, and renaming that never settles fully on an object—whether the memorial 
object carrying the name or the object (subject) of naming. As I practiced remembering at each 
site, I eventually recognized that I was dealing with the metonymy of the name, and began to ask 
in turn, what is it about the name that compels us to remember what the name also displaces? 
What is the nature of metonymic remembering—and what possibilities remain to it?  
 In the first section of the first chapter of his book The Ethics of Memory, aptly titled 
“Remember the Name,” Avishai Margalit examines the imperative to remember the deceased by 
remembering their names. Margalit calls memory of the proper name “the most meager memory 
of a person” (18)—“meager” in the sense that it is the minimum required labor of memory, the 
most basic means of representing the dead in the discourse of the living. He illustrates the 
centrality of the name to memory through an anecdote about an army colonel who does not, 
during an interview, remember the name of a soldier who was killed by “friendly fire” while 
under his command (18-19). This failure to remember was met by “a flood of outrage,” Margalit 
writes. He continues:  
I was struck by the moral wrath heaped on this officer simply for not remembering 




indeed he has an obligation. Let us stay for a while with our little story, as a first crack 
into the larger issue of obligation to remember in general. Is it really of special 
importance that the officer did not remember his dead soldier’s name? Are there special 
obligations to remember people’s names, or at least some names in certain situations?  
 
On the face of it, asking about remembering the name of the soldier is just a metonym for 
asking about remembering the young soldier himself.  
 
…So on the face of it, remembering the name is remembering the soldier, but the 
obligation, if it is an obligation, is to remember the soldier and not necessarily to 
remember his name.” (19-20)    
 
The obligation “is to remember the soldier and not necessarily to remember his name,” but the 
outrage directed at the colonel suggests that failing to remember the name signals a failure to 
remember the soldier. As Margalit notes, the name here is a metonym: remembering the name 
stands in for “remembering the young soldier himself.” It is not the only way the colonel could 
have proven that he remembered his soldier—for example, he could have provided “some 
definite description” of the man (19). But, Margalit asserts, “there is a powerful picture with 
respect to remembering personal names that molds our view of memory as ethical, and, I hasten 
to say, as a religious project” (20). 
 I believe that the evidence bears out Margalit’s assertion. The proper name has become 
inextricable from commemorative contexts that seek to honor the dead. The name repeats, 
through international scenes like World War I “walls of the missing,” the Kigali Genocide 
Memorial in Rwanda, and Israel’s Yad Vashem: The World Holocaust Remembrance Center. It 
repeats in US commemorative contexts like the Vietnam Veterans Memorial, the NAMES 
Project AIDS Memorial Quilt, and the National September 11 Memorial & Museum. While the 
rhetorical functions of memorials that name the dead vary—as Carole Blair notes, “naming is not 
naming is not naming” (“Reflections on Criticism and Bodies” 282)—the name emerges in 




that loss. Remembering the name is metonymic of remembering the individual, to return to 
Margalit—and, I add, to remembering the fact of their death.   
 Does the name accomplish its commemorative task? Does it truly do justice by the 
“young soldier” or individual himself, as Margalit puts it? The reflexive “himself” is here used as 
an intensive pronoun, meant to add emphasis to its antecedent. This formulation is telling—what 
the name is attempting to contour or stand in for is the “person him or herself,” which tells us 
nothing more about the person being remembered than if Margalit had simply written “asking 
about remembering the name of the soldier is just a metonym for asking about remembering the 
young soldier,” period. Here the intensive pronoun seems to signal that there is some substance 
to the person being remembered that must be marked in excess of the signifier: the young soldier 
himself; the woman herself. 
 What is the relationship of the name to this excess, to that which can only be described as 
the doubled marker of the subject, himself? This project seeks to answer this question. It defines 
this relationship between the name and the deceased him or herself, between the name and the 
unknowable subjectivity of the deceased that the intensive pronoun seems to suggest, as a 
metonymic one. In the chapters that follow, I pursue the promise—and the danger—of the 
metonymy of the name across scenes of memory. I chart the meaning-making possibilities that 
inhere in practices of naming the dead through three threads of metonymy: displacement, 
repetition, and what I call the “performative slide.” 
 To say that the name displaces the signified suggests that there is an unfillable gap 
between the language with which we refer to the dead and the deceased themselves. That is, the 
excess that Margalit suggests with the intensive pronoun remains beyond the reach of language. 




effect made possible by the fact that there is no signification that does not refer to another 
signification” (Écrits 259). Even when our acts of naming expand beyond the proper name to 
encompass other signifiers that metonymically mark the dead, there is no possibility of finding a 
discourse that captures the ineffable subjectivity of the deceased. But this failure of the name to 
capture or reach that to which it refers does not mean that we stop naming the dead or stop 
tracing the movement of deferral. Instead, understanding the name as displacing its subject opens 
up ever-shifting possibilities for memory. 
 Acts of commemorative naming stretch toward and displace the dead through their 
repetition. This repetition is marked by difference. I draw on Jacques Derrida here to think about 
the iterability of the name as partaking in “the logic which links repetition to alterity” 
(“Signature Event Context” 315). This iterability, too, structures the possibility for the name to 
limn new commemorative possibilities. But repetition also risks what Judith Butler refers to as 
“sedimentation”; that is, it risks fixing meanings such that they come to be taken for granted as 
“natural” (“Performative Acts” 524). 
 The “performative slide” of metonymy escapes the anesthetization of repetition through 
enactment of new signifying relationships. Drawing on Sara Ahmed’s idea that signs come to 
“stick” together through the “slide” of metonymy (“Affective Economies” 131-132), I focus on 
the interstitial space between signifiers to argue that even the most sedimented metonymic 
relationships can be made otherwise. While Ahmed’s analysis of the slide of metonymy builds 
links between signifiers that tend to endure—signifiers that come to “stick” together—the 
“performative slide” as I describe it creates new meanings in our signification of the dead. These 
dynamic signifying relationships have the potential to create change, even as they arise from 




 This dissertation argues that commemorative naming behaves metonymically, activating 
the rich possibilities of displacement, repetition, and the performative slide. As a marker that is 
and will always be ghosted by meaning that exceeds its discursive grasp, the name is not a 
commemorative end but a critical beginning. 
Everyday Objects   
 
 Names clutter the mundane surfaces at Auschwitz. They imprint claims to presence in 
bricks and walls. As memorial markers, names adhere to everyday objects and our relationships 
to them. In this dissertation, I trace the metonymy of the name in relation to three ordinary 
objects: a pre-war photograph of a woman rowing that was brought to Auschwitz in 1943, a 
memorial bench marking the violence of the transatlantic slave trade in Sullivan’s Island, South 
Carolina, and various memorial installations that feature empty, worn shoes. I am interested in 
how each of these mundane objects—a photograph, a bench, discarded shoes—come to carry 
names and bodies and memory, and to what effect. 
 These are all useful objects. They shift back and forth between everyday functionality 
and commemoration, charging up the “everyday” with memory. In so doing, they invite a 
particular kind of relationality that is animated in and through performances of remembering. 
This remembering is inextricable from its embodiment: touching photographs, sitting on 
benches, and imagining closeness to others through the common act of putting on shoes. These 
acts are structured through the artifacts’ tactility, through the real and imagined intimacy they 
suggest, and through what I see as each object’s invitation to pause. As I flipped through a 
memorial text, the photograph of the rower made my hand freeze on the page because I have also 
been a rower; a bench invites passersby to stop and rest a while; the shoes draw attention as they 




 Together, these objects enable memorial practice also attuned to the ephemeral and 
excessive dimensions of remembering. By ephemeral, I signal both materiality and temporality. 
The photograph was taken from its original owner and designated “waste” in the system of the 
camp. Many of the shoes used in memorial contexts are worn shoes, both in the sense that they 
have been (but are no longer being) worn, and in the sense that they are material objects subject 
to decay. The bench both invites the ephemeral performance of a brief, embodied pause and is 
ephemeral in its command of attention: a bench in the landscape warrants at best a quick glance, 
or perhaps no notice at all. Its function as a temporal placeholder is in many ways tied to its 
being unremarkable. In each case, I encounter the dead in the banal, and seek the memorial 
possibilities of these encounters in the register of the everyday. These objects—and my 
remembering—are not and never aspire to monumentality.  
 While this project weaves in and out of the archive, the artifacts themselves structure 
practices of remembering that often sidestep the archive’s normative authority. This is 
remembering in excess of the archive as the “place from which order is given” (Derrida, 
“Archive Fever” 9, emphasis original). Most personal photographs were destroyed when they 
were brought to Auschwitz; this one is only an archival document by virtue of its unlikely 
survival. The bench in Sullivan’s Island serves as a memorial to countless, primarily nameless 
Africans who disembarked slave ships for the markets in Charleston. Empty shoes mark the 
ordinary lives of their ordinary wearers. The kinds of relational memory practices that these 
objects invite are inextricable from the productive metonymic work of commemorative naming. 
By their very ordinariness, these objects enable a kind of remembering that, following Marianne 
Hirsch, “offer[s] a means to uncover and restore experiences and life stories that might otherwise 




memorial scenes I recount, moreover, I track the banality with which the material and the 
discursive—an object and an act of metonymic naming—grounds the capacity of memory to 
“account for the power structures animating forgetting, oblivion, and erasure and thus to engage 
in acts of repair and redress” (Hirsch 16).  
An Ethical Project  
 
 This is an ethical project. By ethics I mean what Veena Das calls “the labor of bringing 
about an eventual everyday from the actual everyday” (134). Das calls this an “ordinary ethics,” 
while I might call it an everyday ethics of memory work. What I am trying to do with this project 
is to think heuristically about what it means to work toward justice as I commemorate ordinary 
lives through my embodied and imaginative relations to ordinary objects. When it comes to 
doing justice by the dead, I locate a start to Hirsch’s “redress” in pointed acknowledgment of the 
complex subjectivities of those I remember: I write toward, and as an offering to, that which 
eludes the name and the doubled signification of Margalit’s intensive pronoun. While my work 
thus remains relatively provisional (I am by no means writing a new or total ethical model), I am 
also concerned with the expansion of ethics to politics that inhere in remembering as a project of 
working toward more just futures. These futures, which drive an ethics of remembering and that 
a practical ethics of remembering in many ways make possible, are defined by intersubjective 
relations across differences. In my own performances of remembering in this dissertation, these 
include differences in religion, race, nationality, and relative social power.    
 I locate ethics in the work—what Das calls the “labor”—of doing justice. As work or 
labor or a “doing,” ethics implies an ongoing process. It suggests the messiness of failure, of 
trying and trying again. This ethics understands itself as exploratory and open to new directions. 




that this “an ethical project,” I mean two things. First, this project is concerned with 
remembering as ethical, as working toward the more equitable, less violent relations of the 
“eventual everyday.” Second, this is an “ethical project” in that it writes toward more thoughtful, 
careful, and just criticism. I mine my own experiences of remembering (and being worked on by 
memory) across contexts to stitch together a provisional guide for an ethics of critical metonymic 
memory work. Like Das, I am concerned with ethics as located in “the small disciplines that 
people perform in their everyday life to hold life as the natural expression of ethics” (139). I see 
interpretive work as one such “small discipline.” This project’s ethics of memory offers itself up 
as a “small discipline” for remembering the dead.   
 In each scene of commemoration, I find ethics articulated to attention. “Attention” is a 
sliding signifier, encompassing such critical orientations as a Benjaminian vigilance to the past, 
intersubjective attention to subjects of memory, cultivated openness to that which haunts or 
exceeds understanding, and real and imagined performances of care.2 This ethics requires those 
who remember to put their bodies on the line, learning and relearning how to look, to pause, to 
engage affectively, to dwell in what remains unsettled and unsettling, to dig deeper, to be 
surprised, to understand their work as remembering subjects as unfinished and unfinalizable, 
and, when necessary, to unravel what’s been done and begin again.3 I suggest a critical 
interpretive stance that engages the scholar as witness, especially, following Cathy Caruth, in the 
face of the “impossibility of knowing” that characterizes trauma (10)—and, I argue, the 
 
2 In this project, I posit a different relationship between care and ethics than does Margalit. 
Margalit sees care as indicative of “thick” relations, or close social relations (32ff.). I will 
explore care as something that can be developed through performative practices of remembering 
outside of these relations. 
 
3 In The Politics of Regret, Olick borrows from Mikhail Bakhtin’s dialogism the idea of 




“impossibility of knowing” that characterizes our relation to the subjectivity of the dead more 
generally. In the context of this project, I often encounter the “impossibility of knowing” even 
that which might be knowable. The unknown here is predicated on archival absences, archival 
silences, and archival violences. 
 My primary objective in each of the dissertation’s scenes of commemoration is to enact a 
“performative slide” from the memorial to the memorialized. I seek a shift from memory 
of/about a given event to memory that acknowledges the dead as subjects beyond the context of 
my remembering. This kind of remembering entails loosening my discursive grip on what I can 
or cannot know and participating in a historical imaginary full of ghosts. 
Critical Conversations  
 
 This project engages theoretical perspectives from memory and literary studies, critical 
cultural studies, performance studies, and rhetoric. My interpretive work is in conversation with 
writing on memorial ethics and witnessing, metonymy and language, and the limits and 
possibilities of the archive. These citational conversations emerge as relevant in each chapter; the 
theoretical landscape of the project shifts across its scenes of remembering. Here, however, I will 
briefly set out a few of the conceptual frames that structure, and are developed throughout, the 
dissertation: the concept of metonymy, Walter Benjamin’s ethics of remembering, the co-
presence of rememberer and remembered theorized through Roland Barthes, Derridean 
hauntology and its claims to justice, the trouble of the archive, and Joseph Roach’s “performance 
genealogies.” 
 “Metonymy” is itself a metonymy, a signifier that expands to encompass a range of 
meanings as it is employed in rhetorical, psychoanalytic, and performance contexts. As will 




productive concept of metonymy work for me, metonymically, to describe the work of the name. 
As Peggy Phelan argues of metonymy in Unmarked, it “is additive and associative; it works to 
secure a horizontal axis of contiguity and displacement” (150). I rely on an “additive and 
associative” sense of the concept. I have already briefly mentioned Lacan’s idea of the endless 
chain of signification, to which I return in the following chapter and discuss in more detail in 
chapter three, and Ahmed’s reading of the metonymic “slide,” which is a theoretical touchstone 
for my own argument about the “performative slide” of metonymy in chapter four. I am indebted 
throughout the project to Phelan’s articulation of metonymy and performance, by which the 
“additive and associative” character of metonymy is enacted through “the grammar of the body” 
(150).   
 I begin to theorize an ethics of remembering in the next chapter by relying on Benjamin’s 
reading of the Angel of History in “On the Concept of History.” Benjamin cautions against 
theories of history that rely on narratives of progress, arguing that such historical narratives fuel 
existing systems of power. He instead suggests a mode of critical engagement with the past that 
ruptures history’s “continuum” to draw moments from the past into the present (395). The 
purpose of this historical work is to actualize the revolutionary possibility of the “constellation” 
of past and present (396). Past moments imbued with such possibility appear fleetingly—they 
“flash,” Benjamin argues, in the “moment of [their] recognizability” (390). The task of the critic 
is to recognize the appearance of such moments before they disappear again. As I both engage 
and move beyond Benjamin in my reading of the photograph of the rower, shifting from the 
revolutionary possibilities of remembering to a critical attention to the woman in the photograph, 




Like Benjamin, I espouse an orientation to history that moves beyond linear narratives and 
interrogates teleologies of “progress” (392). 
Across this project’s scenes of commemoration, the Benjaminian “constellation” of past 
and present materializes in the imagined co-presence of the rememberer and the remembered. I 
envision this co-presence following Barthes’s concept of the photographic punctum. The 
punctum is a detail or element of a photograph—or, as I extend the concept with regard to empty 
shoes, of a memorial artifact—that “pierces” a particular viewer (Barthes 26). For Barthes, the 
affective power of the punctum resides in its ability to co-animate the photograph and its viewer 
in relation to one another (20). In the next chapter, it is through the punctum of the photograph 
that I am able to begin remembering the woman pictured in the absence of a proper name (a 
detail I learned later, which changed the possibilities for our co-presence). In chapter four, I rely 
on Margaret Olin’s reading of Barthes, in which she relates the punctum to what she calls a 
“performative index,” or “index of identification,” to explain the way that a child’s shoe on 
display in the Majdanek extermination camp invites my participation in an imagined 
performance of care.  
 In chapter three, my conceptualization of memorial ethics expands to focus on theories of 
haunting and the necessity of reckoning with ghosts in commemorative work. This is particularly 
true, following Derrida and Avery Gordon, in relation to memorial contexts in which justice has 
been delayed or denied. While the figure of the ghost haunts the dissertation in its entirety, I 
write about my search for—and later my encounter with—a specific ghost in the unsettled 
landscape of Sullivan’s Island, a primary point of disembarkation for transatlantic slave voyages 
in the eighteenth century. As Gordon writes in Ghostly Matters, her exploration of “the sociality 




invisible are demanding their due” (201, 182). This “due” is justice, which is the purview of the 
ghost. Following Derrida in Specters of Marx, I conceive of justice as only “possible or 
thinkable” in terms of “responsibility, beyond all living present, within that that which disjoins 
the living present” (xviii, emphasis original). What I describe as the always-unfinished project of 
remembering toward justice in the context of Sullivan’s Island is indebted to Beloved, Toni 
Morrison’s literary engagement with the ghosts of American slavery. As a framework for ethical 
remembering, the sociality of haunting compels me to think critically about my own place in the 
legacies of violent pasts, or what Saidiya Hartman calls the “afterlife of slavery” (Lose Your 
Mother 45).  
 Throughout the project, I grapple with both the ethical limits and the irresistible call of 
the archive. As Derrida writes in “Archive Fever,” I am “en mal d’archive: in need of archives” 
(57). I rely on his theorization of the compulsion to the archive and the impossibility of fulfilling 
the desire of that compulsion as I describe my international search for traces of the photograph of 
the rower. At the same time, Hartman and Jessica Krug draw my attention to the “founding 
violence” of the archive, particularly in the context of its documentation of slavery (Hartman, 
“Venus in Two Acts” 10). The focus of this project’s third chapter is the double bind of the 
archived name, where rare extant records of a particular girl stolen from Africa and enslaved in 
Charleston are haunted by the fact that the English named imposed on her is itself a site of 
discursive violence. To the extent that I am able to learn anything about her, it is because she has 
been un-named, renamed, and inscribed in property records.   
Following Roach’s work on “genealogies of performance,” I envision this dissertation as 
a genealogy of naming the dead. Roach cites Michel Foucault to describe performance 




culture, in effect ‘writing a history of the present’” (“Slave Spectacles” 50). Such a genealogy is 
discontinuous. Its events are linked affectively and by logics of surrogation that reproduce 
cultural memory at different sites and different times by inserting substitutes “[i]nto the cavities 
created by loss through death or other forms of departure” (Cities of the Dead 2). I trace 
contemporary practices of signifying the dead across memorial contexts as an imagined “history 
of a future present”—ideally, a future present that more closely resembles Das’s “eventual 
everyday.”    
Writing Performance and Rhetoric (Writing, Performance, and Rhetoric)  
 
I define my critical interpretive stance both as methodology and as one of the project’s 
key arguments. My ethics of remembering emerges in the recursive loop between performing 
remembering and writing about remembering. I have engaged both senses of what Olick calls the 
“practices that comprise remembering”: I have undertaken acts of remembering, and I have also 
practiced remembering. I have worked at and through remembering provisionally, made 
mistakes and tried again. As I have worked on memory and paid attention to the ways in which it 
has worked on me, I have charted a heuristic for doing metonymic critical memory work.   
This heuristic works toward an imagined “future present.” As “remembering” is 
constantly articulated to “work,” it becomes inflected by a metonymically expanding sense of the 
performative. I designate memorial artifacts and metonymic practices of naming as performative 
first in terms of J.L. Austin’s sense that these discourses constitute action. Across the project, 
everyday objects draw viewers or visitors into particular kinds of embodied or imaginative 
relation: they protest, they enact change, they instantiate remembering, and they dream less 
violent futures. Naming, too, is active in its metonymic expansion from displacement to 




performative is animated in terms of Derrida’s attention to citationality and repetition, 
particularly in relation to the iterative temporality of haunting. Through Derrida and in 
conversation with Butler, each of the project’s chapters envisions the productivity of 
remembering’s repetition and its attendant differences.  
 The dead, as well as the names and objects by which they are memorialized, are active in 
this project far beyond my own decisions to search for or remember them. In many ways, this 
dissertation is a record of what I’ve found when I’ve gone looking for other things. As such, my 
emergent ethics of remembering is marked by what María Lugones calls “an openness to 
surprise,” which she defines in part as “a particular metaphysical attitude that does not expect the 
world to be neatly packaged, ruly” (16). This project is itself not “neatly packaged”—it is full of 
loose ends and unsatisfied ghosts, names etched in walls that defy straightforward narratives 
about remembering.  
 My critical stance is methodologically grounded in both rhetoric and performance 
studies. This dual critical perspective guides my reading of naming the dead as metonymic. I am 
both concerned with the name as a discursive trope and with naming as a performance that 
metonymically expands my own (and others’) relations to the dead. As I study the memorial 
objects animated by those names, I am committed, following Blair, to the importance of “being 
there” (“Reflections on Criticism and Bodies” 274)—being in the places that I study, and, to the 
extent possible, in the presence of the objects about which I write. As such, at varying points this 
project tracks critical shifts in my thinking about a place or object as I remember those places or 
objects again and again in the process of writing, after the fact of my having “been there.” My 
rhetorical readings of memorial objects and the name as commemorative trope shift in relation to 




reflection. When it comes to the particularity of my remembering, I rely on performance “as an 
episteme, a way of knowing” in the spirit of Diana Taylor (Archive and Repertoire xvi). 
Together, these critical perspectives draw my attention to the contingency of remembering. I 
suggest the active component of remembering by borrowing from the realm of theater to call the 
project’s memorial contexts scenes instead of sites of commemoration. This designation seeks to 
mark my own participation in performances of remembering, as well as to call to mind the 
dynamism of these contexts. These scenes are sometimes durational and sometimes brief 
snapshots, but they are always characterized by the possibility for change.4  
 This project has come to see the metonymic possibilities of naming as allied with the 
metonymic possibilities of writing. In each chapter, the metonymic function of the name as it 
displaces, repeats, or slides is mirrored by the chapter’s writing as I write into displacement, 
repetition, and the performative slide. When I say that I “write into” the functions of the name, I 
am signaling a writing that, like the name, gestures toward but never arrives at that which it 
signifies. The best writing can hope for, I argue, is to mark its own failure, and—following 
Morrison—to continue trying.5 The project’s writing is like Margalit’s intensive pronoun: the 
writing itself works to contour that which is in excess of signification.  
 Through writing, I both rehearse and report back what I mean by critical metonymic 
memory work. This practice of writing is part of an ethics of remembering. This writing asks 
 
4 I am inspired here by Taylor’s use of the “scenario” as her frame of reference in The Archive 
and the Repertoire. But “scene” as I use it does not suggest the same normative structuring as 
Taylor’s “scenario,” which she defines as “a paradigmatic setup that relies on supposedly live 
participants, structured around a schematic plot, with an intended (though adaptable end)” (13).  
 
5 I am referring to Toni Morrison’s Nobel Lecture here. I discuss her imperative to language, to 
storytelling, even in the face of the knowledge that we can “never do it properly—once and for 
all” in chapter three. In the midst of (re)telling a story, she writes: “Passion is never enough; 




itself the question that constitutes the chapter’s epigraph: “What kind of history is it that does not 
save?” (Blocker 133). What kind of history is it that acknowledges decaying shoes, ephemeral 
moments of relation, dynamic possibilities, the now-you-see-it-now-you-don’t Benjaminian 
“flash” of the past? “We need a history that does not save in any sense of the word; we need a 
history that performs,” Jane Blocker writes (134). Such a history approaches performative 
objects and performative naming with performative writing.  
Charting the Boundaries  
 
 Before I turn to the structure of the project, I offer several key delimitations. First, this 
dissertation is not seeking to make an argument about the alignment (or misalignment) of sites of 
trauma. Its scenes of remembering draw on histories and memories of the Holocaust, American 
slavery and its contemporary legacies, and gun violence in American schools. I am not 
evaluating these scenes in terms of their comparative trauma. Nor do I offer a fully 
comprehensive study of any of the historical contexts I engage; my approach to remembering is 
primarily concerned with the particularities of the scenes I describe, with their inter-animated 
memorial objects and commemorative signifiers. These scenes together comprise not a history 
but a partial genealogy of signifying the dead.  
 This project is not a study of poststructural theory. While I rely on situated readings of 
Barthes, Derrida, Butler, Lacan, and Julia Kristeva, I mobilize these theorists in relation to my 
primary work of charting the name’s metonymic functions in commemorative contexts. 
Similarly, this project is not a review of contemporary scholarship in memory studies, although it 





 Finally, I am not attempting with this project to provide a history of theoretical debates 
about the philosophical meaning of the proper name. I instead see the name as a commonplace 
discursive marker—like a photograph, a bench, shoes—that has been mobilized to memory. In 
the context of this dissertation, I am interested in the name as it is encountered in everyday 
memorial contexts, by potential rememberers who might visit museums or flip through memorial 
texts or see reports of shoe memorials on the news. How might acts of naming condition 
performances of memory across the name’s many material attachments? What do names enable 
or foreclose in my own remembering?  
Structure of the Dissertation  
 
 Each of the following three chapters takes up a memorial object as it is animated by the 
metonymy of the name. Chapter two focuses on a photograph of a rower recovered from 
Auschwitz in relation to metonymic displacement, chapter three on the memorial bench in 
Sullivan’s Island and metonymic repetition, and chapter four on shoes and the performative slide 
of the metonym.  
 In the project’s next chapter, I present a reading of the photograph of the rower that is 
both about and structured as metonymic displacement. The chapter follows a timeline of my 
engagement with the photograph, focusing on what I knew about the woman pictured at various 
points over the course of more than three years. In each section, there are new signifiers available 
for the young woman in the photograph. These signifiers are metonymic: a collection of details, 
names, and memorial artifacts that stand in for the woman posed in this photograph. But as 
metonyms, each signifier or signifying object can only get so close to the woman to whom they 
refer. This chapter engages Benjamin’s reading of the Angel of History in “On the Concept of 




punctum in order to trace my embodied affiliation with the rower. Next, it describes my shifting 
relation to the rower after I learned her name: Minka. The name becomes a means of address, 
following Kelly Oliver, and opens up the possibility for intersubjectivity. The chapter concludes 
as I explore the possibility that Minka herself (whose full name I eventually learn) was never 
sent to Auschwitz. I imagine the histories of touch traced through the photograph as memorial 
object, and I envision myself as co-performing remembering with the unknown person who 
carried Minka’s photograph to the camp in 1943.  
 Chapter three is about the vexed relationship between archived/archival names and the 
dignity of personhood in the context of American slavery. It is about searching for specificity in 
a historical record that kept few names, and grappling with the ethical implications of archival 
remembering when the archive that does exist consists of ship’s logs and bills of sale—records 
of worlds shattering, people becoming property. In and through metonymic repetition, it 
describes a diffuse, haunted scene that encompasses Morrison’s spectral Beloved, my search for 
ghosts from the vantage point of the Toni Morrison Society’s Bench by the Road in Sullivan’s 
Island, South Carolina, and records of a girl called “Priscilla,” who was stolen from her family in 
Sierra Leone and brought to Sullivan’s Island in 1756. The chapter grapples with the fact that 
“Priscilla” was not this child’s name, but it is also the only linguistic marker that I have available 
to emplace her in a discourse of memory. Woven through this primary scene are other names that 
do not do justice to, or threaten to overcome, the women they signify. Through threads that knit 
together the unsettled temporalities of repetition, haunting, remembering, and performance, I 
oppose claims to the “unspeakability” of violent pasts. I argue instead for a try-and-try-again 
approach to writing that works toward less violent systems of signification while acknowledging 




 Chapter four is about my encounters with a number of memorials that seek to honor the 
dead through the display of empty shoes. This chapter examines and enacts what Ahmed calls 
the “metonymic slide,” taking the linkage between commemorative naming and loss or death as 
a starting point and moving outward to similarly sutured linkages between loss or death and a 
material object—specifically: the shoe. I theorize the chapter’s metonymic slide between scenes 
of commemoration as a performative slide, one in which difference inheres in repetition to create 
new meanings for the shoe across commemorative contexts. I argue that the articulation of 
signifiers in metonymic relations—such as the empty shoe to death—may be sedimented, but it 
is not necessary. When the performative slide is engaged, the interstitial space between signifiers 
can be productive of new meanings. In this chapter, I critically engage the metonym of the empty 
shoe across contexts, from remembering the 1963 Birmingham church bombing to sites that 
commemorate victims of the Holocaust to memorialization of children killed by guns in the 
United States. I then turn to a critical reading of the 2018 student-organized March for Our Lives 
rally, rearranging the “metonymic slide” from empty-shoe-to-murdered-child to explore the 
meaning-making possibilities of a filled shoe: one worn by a teenage gun violence survivor.        
 In the dissertation’s final chapter, I chart the memorial ethics that has emerged from the 
preceding analyses. Then, by way of conclusion, I return to this chapter’s opening scene: the 
names etched in the walls at Auschwitz-Birkenau. Naming the dead undergoes a performative 
slide. The project to this point has documented performances of remembering: touching 
photographs, sitting on benches, imagining ourselves in relation to empty shoes. The project’s 






 This project contributes to scholarship across several disciplines. Through its theorization 
of metonymic naming, it augments interdisciplinary conversations about remembering, language, 
and possibilities for critical interpretive work and makes particular contributions to the fields of 
rhetoric, performance studies, and memory studies.  
Rhetoric  
 
 This project contributes to rhetorical studies of memory a view of the body of the critic as 
disrupting boundaries between public and private memory. Even in the context of curated 
memorial sites, it focuses its attention on individual experience, particularly with relation to the 
“live” contingencies of remembering. I also mark the constitutive role of attention in critical 
work. Throughout the project, I both go searching for particular objects or sites and find my 
attention drawn to other, unexpected sites or objects. Within this economy of attention, I model 
remembering that is attuned to the particularities of individual, embodied experience. Further, 
this project draws critical attention to an ethics beyond monumentality. It emphasizes the 
time/space of ephemera in what Greg Dickinson, Brian Ott, and Eric Aoki call the “experiential 
landscape.” It also takes up and expands the name as a rhetorical trope in commemorative 
contexts. Finally, this project proposes a model for critical metonymic memory work, suggesting 
the trope of metonymy as a lens through which to read scenes of commemoration.   
Performance Studies  
 
 This project asks us to imagine remembering as a performance that is co-staged by the 
living and the dead. It contributes to performance studies the frame of performance beyond 
presence—specifically, performance with imagined others. These performances with “imagined 




work that has been done with regard to the temporality of performance, taking up Jaclyn Pryor’s 
useful work on “time slips” in the context of performances of memory. It engages the core of 
performance studies in Austin, linking his linguistics to a consequential genealogy of the name. 
Following Elin Diamond, it shows the possibilities for discursive rupture at the intersection of 
performance and performativity. Finally, this project enacts critical differences between writing 
about performance, performative writing, and writing as what I will call “deepening the 
happening” of performance.   
Memory Studies 
 
 To the interdisciplinary field of memory studies this project contributes pointed 
consideration of the body of the critic. Alongside my readings of memorial sites and objects, I 
make visible my own engagement with these memorial scenes. In so doing, I offer a limited 
example of performing memorial ethics that I hope will enrich the work of memory studies 
scholars. I add to work on remembering that draws on Derridean conceptions of haunting, 
particularly as it relates to justice and critical hospitality to the ghost. Finally, this project 
contributes to memory studies a framework for reading sites of memorialization or instantiations 
of commemorative naming through the rhetorical trope and performed relations of metonymy.  
And Yet 
 
 I started with names etched in the walls at Auschwitz. “Vandalism,” normative readings 
declare. But this reading comes undone, for me, as the name repeats to excess, and I ask again 
and again: What is it about remembering that compels us to name? This undoing is the final stop 
in this chapter. I have laid out a path forward, into the unsettled territory of the name. In the end, 
there’s what this project has contributed—what it’s done. There is its value-added, its argument 




 It has undone my own impulse to instrumental remembering. Each time I have been 
compelled to remember the dead as victims, I have been called back to a memory that moves 
beyond victimology, arguing instead for the fullness of an unknown and unknowable subjectivity 
that far exceeds the worst, documented moments of a life. Remembering intersubjectively has 
undone the impulse to position the dead as a moral lesson for the living. It has undone, too, the 
idea of closure in the context of violent pasts. Just as the dead refuse instrumental victimhood, 
they likewise refuse to be dismissed for our comfort.  
 This project has undone tightly sutured links between remembering the dead and 
instrumental politics. It is not a turn away from monumentality but instead seeks to position the 
everyday, too, within our line of vision. It focuses on the richness and possibilities of everyday 
objects—objects I find intent on undoing boundaries between the living and the dead. This 
remembering renders commonly held memorial frames porous: that which lingers at the edges 
demands its due, as Gordon would put it (182).   
 This project has tried and tried again to undo the violence of the name. Without such an 
undoing, names like “Priscilla” will stand uninterrogated in their archival homes. Hartman calls 
the archive of slavery a “mortuary” (Lose Your Mother 17), and in many cases it is only through 
dehumanization, then, that the name is available to us, now. This project has undone my comfort 
with the archive, undone my sense that remembering is inherently ethical.  
 This project undoes the separation between critic and the subject/object of criticism.  
 A girl wearing brown boots and remembering her dead classmates has undone the 





 I have been undone by the ebbs and flows of my own grief as it entangles itself in this 
project’s scenes of remembering.  
 A girl in a boat undoes my expectations, again and again. When I was overtaken by the 
names on the walls at Auschwitz that day, I was looking for her. The photograph eluded me, 
again. I left the archive, my agenda for the morning ruined, and there they were. Names, 
everywhere, walls inscribed with indexical presence. And rather than the archival answers I 











CHAPTER TWO: PHOTOGRAPH  
 
Two such as you with such a master speed  
Cannot be parted nor swept away  
From one another once you are agreed  
That life is only life forevermore  
Together wing to wing and oar to oar  
 
–Robert Frost, “The Master Speed”  
 
 
Displace (verb): to move out of position; to take the place of 6 
 I met the Angel of History by accident one day—or so I thought. I found her, Walter 
Benjamin’s backward facing muse, in a book called The Last Album. She has taken the form of a 
woman rowing, posed in a black and white photograph. I met the Angel of History by accident, I 
thought, but I know better now. I didn’t so much “find” her as she dawned on me—a mode of 
encounter that will repeat through this project. Such an appearance of the past may be a surprise, 
but it is never an accident.  
 





Figure 2: The rower as she appears in Weiss’s Album (pg. 78). Courtesy of Ann Weiss. For more 
information see http://thelastalbum.org/content/ 
 
 This chapter presents a reading of the photograph from The Last Album, undertaken in six 
stages.7 This reading is both about and structured as metonymic displacement. The chapter 
follows a generally linear timeline of my engagement with the photograph, with each section of 
the text detailing what I knew about it at a particular moment. In each section, there are new 
signifiers available for the young woman in the photograph. These signifiers are metonymic, a 
collection of details, names, and memorial artifacts that stand in for the woman posed in this 
photograph. But as metonyms, each signifier or signifying object can only get so close to the 
 
7 Part of the writing in this chapter appears in an earlier form in a digital essay: “An Offering: 
Meditations with Walter Benjamin.” Liminalities: A Journal of Performance Studies, vol. 15, no. 




woman to whom they refer. The photograph and its subject illustrate what is true of the proper 
name as a marker of memory: that even as acts of naming designate and attempt to pin down the 
signified, these signifiers always simultaneously displace her. The woman is always deferred; 
this is, Lacan argues, the founding possibility of metonymy, “the effect made possible by the fact 
that there is no signification that does not refer to another signification” (Écrits 259). As the 
chapter proceeds and the possibilities for signifying the woman in the photograph grow, the 
metonymic chain both expands as signifiers link together in Phelan’s “additive and associative” 
sense (150), and simultaneously doubles back on itself as signifiers once deferred displace those 
that came before.   
 I write to demonstrate how an everyday ethics of memory inheres in a particular scene of 
commemoration: through the photograph of the rower, the signifiers that “stick” to it, and the 
ever-shifting possibilities for memory the named and unnamed photograph invites.8 As I will 
discuss shortly, the photograph’s commemorative context is always already exceeded by the 
project of remembering that animates the rower. What is at the heart of this commemorative 
exercise is the woman in the photograph, herself—a woman I can only remember through a 
series of metonymic displacements. The woman is always deferred: in relation to the figure of 
the Angel of History, through the embodied (re)performance of hands gripping a set of oars, in 
the signifier of the proper name, and by her very presence as photograph.   
 I found her in a book called The Last Album: a black and white photograph of a woman 
rowing. Rather, to my imagination, she is about to be rowing. For now, she sits posed, smiling 
for the camera. She is not dressed for strenuous physical activity; her clothing is fashionable, a 
 
8 Ahmed’s discussion of signs and their “stickiness” in the context of metonymy will be central 




wide white collar folded over a dark jacket, boots just visible at the bottom of the frame. Her 
head is covered, but dark bangs and the sides of a short haircut frame her face. She wears a pearl 
necklace and rings on both of her middle fingers. This is all for fun, the photo seems to say. She 
sits with an oar in either hand, leaning forward from the waist as if she is about to raise her 
hands, let the oars drop into the water, and take off. When she begins to row, she will move 
backward—like Benjamin’s Angel of History—away from the photographer. The next step, the 
moment-after, is the moment of her leaving—the dock, the photographer, the frame, the 
viewer—but I can’t imagine that there is anywhere else she needs to be.  
 The woman’s resemblance to the Angel of History is not simply incidental. Both the 
rower and Benjamin’s Angel stare down the same catastrophic modernity. Benjamin, a German-
Jewish scholar, wrote about the Angel in his “On the Concept of History” in 1940, only months 
before he attempted to escape the Nazi hold on France, failed, and committed suicide at the 
Franco-Spanish border. The woman has been frozen, smiling for the camera, oars in hand, since 
at least 1943—and likely since before the Nazi occupation of Poland. The Last Album, curated 
by Ann Weiss, holds a sampling of 2400 pre-war photographs that were brought to the 
Auschwitz extermination camp by Jewish deportees from the Będzin and Sosnowiec ghettos in 
the Zaglembia region of Poland in August 1943. While materially useful items—like shoes—
were generally repurposed, most photographs were “deliberately destroyed” after their owners’ 
belongings were confiscated and sorted upon arrival to the camp (Weiss 21). These 2400 
photographs survived the war and continue to be housed in the archives at the Memorial and 
Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau. Weiss suggests one possible reason for the survival of these 




were the last major transport of Polish Jews to the extermination center, and as such they sought 
to preserve something of the life that these deportees brought with them (36-37). 
 In 1986, Weiss was on a tour of the camp when she was shown inside a locked room. In 
this room were the photographs, and Weiss made it her mission to bring a selection of these 
images into circulation in the form of a memorial text. The Last Album was dedicated “as a grave 
marker, and final resting place” to those who stories were unknown, “a tombstone and a final 
kaddish for those who have no one to remember them” (9-11). Its title suggests its memorial 
function: these photographs, taken from so many individual family albums, now rest together in 
this last album, an archive whose provenance is Auschwitz, the text an archival album 
cataloguing traces of pre-war lives to which many of its subjects would never return. The first 
edition of Weiss’s text was published in 2001, and I received a copy as a gift from my parents 
soon afterward, when I was eleven or twelve years old.      
 The woman in the boat is on page seventy-eight of Weiss’s text. She is captioned, simply, 
“rowing…” The ellipses link this photograph to the two others on the page, one “A circle of 
friends…” and the other “…displaying acrobatic prowess.” I was flipping through the Album one 
day during my first year as a doctoral student when I was struck by the image, and by the 
absence of a name to mark this woman. I have been a rower myself, competitively as a student 
and as part of a recreational team as an adult. And although I get out on the water infrequently 
now, the body remembers. The repetitive cadence of the row is, for me, like riding a bike. That 
familiarity held me, an embodied recognition of her body’s activity, my muscle memory 
unfreezing the image and my mind’s eye watching as the subject of the photograph completes 
the first stroke that will begin to propel her away from the photographer. I was so struck by the 




Album’s title suggested that this need would go unfulfilled. But still, the need persisted. I didn’t 
even know her name. 
 I spent several months with the photograph, compulsively asking questions. I began with 
one that Weiss, too, asked of the pictures she found in Auschwitz: How did she live (22)? And, 
more tentatively, I continued on: How did she die? Do I really want to know? What kind of life 
can you speak from a photograph? How do we mourn in questions? When will she row away 
from me? Can I go with her when she does? Where did she go that day? Where did she end up? 
Who carried her photograph to Auschwitz? Does anyone still remember her? Do I count? How 
do we mourn one in six million? Is it strange that I can feel her oars under my hands when I look 
at this photograph? What is left, in the absence of narrative? Why can’t I look away? How did 
she feel, out on the water? Did she remember that day when the world turned darker? How long 
was she allowed to keep rowing? Who was she? Who could she have been? What is the nature of 
my attachment to this woman, whose name I do not even know? I eventually realized most of my 
questions would never be answered. Armed with not-knowing, with what seemed to be the 
proliferation of endless memorial possibilities, all attached to an unnamed rower, I began to ask 
another kind of question: What is the affective resonance—the performative capacity—of 
anonymity?  
 What I knew, then, was that she was—is—a rower. But there was a slippage, from 
indefinite to definite article to possessive determiner, from recognition to ownership, and she 
became, for me, my rower. My project of remembering the rower has been, from the start, a 
Benjaminian project. The moment I saw her resemblance to the Angel of History, I began to 
imagine possibilities for her outside of her immediate historical context. And when I attached to 




rower, a woman whom I find myself desperate to hold onto, despite the separation of thousands 
of miles and nearly eighty years, I began enacting a Benjaminian rupture, pulling her from the 
“continuum of history” to bring her here, to me, now (Benjamin, “On the Concept of History” 
395). The metonymic displacements of this chapter follow the fault lines of this rupture, tracing 
not only what I have come to know about “the rower” (this woman who is always beyond reach 
of signification), but also how I have chosen to remember her, to remember her to me—and 
myself to her, in the context of this layered signification. This remembering has become a project 
oriented toward a Benjaminian ethic of attention, of watching for those never-accidental 
moments when the past presents itself. I start with Benjamin, and then I move further: beyond an 
ethic of revolutionary possibility and toward an ethic of attention to the woman in the 
photograph.  
 A rower, the rower, my rower. And then came her name. Because I have had a copy of 
Weiss’s text for more than fifteen years, and my copy of the text has become itself a memorial 
object, in the early months of my engagement with the photograph it did not cross my mind to 
see if there was a second edition of The Last Album (an update which would belie my copy’s 
status as the rower’s last album). I do not remember now how I learned that the text had been 
updated, but I vividly recall going to the university library to pull the newer edition from the 
shelf.  
 There she was, still rowing, on page seventy-eight.  
 Minka.  
 Naming has consequences, even if the name is attached only to a black and white image. 
The woman in the photograph felt simultaneously more real and a bit less real to me. With the 




woman called Minka, a woman whose partial return to the documentary regime of the name 
made her a bit fuller, prompting me to imagine possibilities for her beyond the water. As a rower, 
unnamed, she was always rowing, would always be rowing. Now, I understand that eventually, 
Minka must have returned to the dock, stepped out of the boat, and walked away. But where did 
she go, and why, and with whom?  
 Learning the rower’s first name changed the spectrum of possibilities—for her, for me as 
the photograph’s viewer, for our respective and shared experiences of her day on the water. As 
the subject of memory, Minka, the rower, was first framed visually, available as an image; her 
memory was then enacted through embodiment; ultimately, her memory was framed both 
visually and discursively, through the restoration of her first name to her photograph. 
 A rower, the rower, my rower, Minka. And then came the rest of her name. Weiss called 
me one day in December 2018 to tell me that she had been in contact with a woman who 
recognized Minka as her aunt. I set out to learn more, at first overcome by an impulse to locate 
the historical Minka—by a repetition of the unfulfilled need to learn more that compelled my 
initial interaction with the photograph. Rather than leave open the ending, I will be clear now: I 
am not writing a biography of this woman. I do not print her full name, for reasons related to my 
respect for her privacy and my refusal to contain her, even discursively, to the page—a choice I 
will explore in more detail later. I have come to the conclusion that tying up loose ends, knitting 
together a narrative with a beginning and an ending and a woman’s life in between the two, is 
not the point. What is the point, in part, is that the more I have learned about Minka—the more 
precisely I have been able to name the woman in the photograph—the more unsettled memory 




 This sense of memory being “unsettled” has three meanings, here. First, the more I learn 
about the woman in the photograph, the more questions I find myself with. Each additional bit of 
information re-marks the impossibility of piecing together the totality of a largely undocumented 
life and, more importantly for me, the impossibility of piecing together the meaning or 
motivation behind that which was documented. Second, each additional signifier added to the 
photograph signals another deferral, a further displacement, not an arrival at whatever it is I think 
I am looking for when I remember this woman. And finally, memory becomes increasingly 
unsettled in the sense that learning more about the woman in the photograph shifts the nature of 
my relation to her, from an embodied affinity with a woman rowing to a relation that seeks to 
balance this embodiment with attention to “Minka” as a marker of subjectivity and “Minka 
______” as a marker of a specific, but still unknowable, subjectivity. My attention to the woman 
in the photograph is attuned to this unsettled memory as a space of possibility, a space that might 
still, in any instant, suggest a word or a feeling or a connection that deepens my engagement with 
the photograph as memorial artifact. 
 I now ask: What commemorative possibilities are opened—and foreclosed—by the 
varying instantiations, markers, and performances of “Minka”? This question hinges on naming: 
each time I mark and re-mark the young woman in the photograph, I do so through the 
attachment of a signifier. Photograph... woman, a rower, the rower, my rower, Minka, Minka 
______. Each iteration of naming acts to both make visible, and to displace or render invisible, 
parts of the now-absent woman in the photograph. 
 In the beginning, when I had only the woman in the photograph and had not yet begun 
my project of remembering—before I claimed my embodied relation to the rower and rowing as 




absence of her name. I equated remembering with “getting close,” and getting close was a matter 
of discursively or archivally “closing in” on the woman as a historical figure. What was her 
name? Where was she from? When was she born, and where and how did she die, and what did 
she leave behind?  
 And yet, each step closer rendered me no nearer to the woman in the photograph, as if the 
woman in the boat takes a single stroke backward for every one of my steps forward. Each act of 
naming, rather than holding her in place, unmoors her again. It is in the context of the constant 
displacement of the object of memory by the act of remembering that the woman in the 
photograph is (re)animated as something more: as a woman whose complex subjectivity is 
completely beyond my grasp.  
A Woman Becomes the Angel of History 
 I met the Angel of History by accident one day—or so I thought. I thought I met the 
Angel of History by accident, but the flash of the past and its recognition in the present are never 
an accident. That recognition is, in this case, the start to a provisional ethics of remembering—
one which suggests an orientation of careful attention to the past, a willingness to remember in 
and through fragments (rather than relying on or trying to write complete narratives), and a 
grounding in the potentiality of the present. The woman in the photograph is constantly displaced 
by the critical interpretive stance of the Angel of History—and vice versa. As the woman in the 
photograph and the Angel come to signify not only themselves but also each other, the woman 
rowing supplements Benjamin’s theory of history and memory with an ethical injunction of her 
own: to pay attention to the past not only for its revolutionary possibilities, but also for the sake 




 The day I met the Angel of History, I knew it was her because a picture of Paul Klee’s 
painting and Benjamin’s famous response to it graced the first page of one of my syllabi that 
semester, during the spring of my first year as a PhD student:    
There is a picture by Klee called Angelus Novus. It shows an angel who seems about to 
move away from something he stares at. His eyes are wide, his mouth is open, his wings 
are spread. This is how the angel of history must look. His face is turned toward the past. 
Where a chain of events appears before us, he sees one single catastrophe, which keeps 
piling wreckage upon wreckage and hurls it at his feet. The angel would like to stay, 
awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. But a storm is blowing from 
Paradise and has got caught in his wings; it is so strong that the angel can no longer close 
them. The storm drives him irresistibly into the future, to which his back is turned, while 
the pile of debris before him grows toward the sky. What we call progress is this storm. 
(“On the Concept of History” 392, emphasis original).  
 
Benjamin describes a backward facing angel whose wings have been caught by the winds of 
progress, which propel him (this version of the angel, unlike mine, is male) into a future he 
cannot see. The angel watches as the “catastrophe” piles up at his feet. He is facing the past even 
as he continues to move forward. Benjamin’s angel wants to pause, to “awaken the dead” and 
“make whole what has been smashed,” but he is pushed on ever more insistently by the “storm” 
of progress.  
 The angel, Benjamin seems to suggest, knows something that we do not. From the 
vantage point of his turned back and backward gaze, he sees the “single catastrophe” of history, 
piling up wreckage even as he is powerless to stop it. Those of us who are not similarly watching 
the past see a “chain of events,” call the storm that piles debris “toward the sky” progress. We 
must be wary of histories that operate according to a foundational theory of progress, Benjamin 
argues. In “On the Concept of History,” Benjamin defines a different orientation to history that is 
open to (and even privileges) often-forgotten memories, memories outside of narratives of 
“progress.” It is this ethical heuristic for memory work that directs my engagement with the 




 Benjamin calls his orientation to history historical materialism. Benjamin draws on 
Marx, here, but revises the concept for his own purposes—so much so that German historian 
Heinz Dieter Kittsteiner refers to Benjamin as a “historical materialist sui generis” (179). 
Benjamin infuses Marxism with messianism, historical materialism with theology.9 “And what 
can materialism learn from theology?” Mark Lilla asks. “Essentially that the idea of historical 
progress is an illusion, that history is nothing but a series of catastrophes piling wreckage upon 
wreckage, reaching up to the heavens.” As Benjamin writes in Convolute N of The Arcades 
Project, “one of the methodological objectives of [his] work [is] to demonstrate a historical 
materialism which has annihilated within itself the idea of progress” (N2, 2). He glosses Marx’s 
version of historical materialism in the Paralipomena to “On the Concept of History” as follows:  
Three basic concepts can be identified in Marx’s work, and its entire theoretical armature 
can be seen as an attempt to weld these three concepts together. They are the class 
struggle of the proletariat, the course of historical development (progress), and the 
classless society. Marx’s basic idea is as follows: Through a series of class struggles, 
humanity attains to a classless society in the course of historical development. (402, 
emphasis added)  
 
If progress is inevitable, then those waiting for it are missing the “catastrophe” as it unfolds.   
 A theory of history that assumes progress is dangerous because it reinstantiates existing 
power structures. Benjamin defines historicism as the conceptual foil to his historical 
materialism. Historicism, Benjamin argues, “contents itself with establishing a causal nexus 
among various moments in history” (“On the Concept of History” 397). This causal nexus 
creates a narrative that naturally “sympathize[s]” with the “victor” of history (391). This is the 
history of those who eventually populate and curate the archives. For Benjamin, the problem of 
historical work undertaken from the perspective of historicism is its fealty to the powerful—and 
 
9 See intellectual historian Mark Lilla, who follows Gershom Scholem in claiming that Benjamin 




its inevitable participation in the maintenance of such power structures. “[A]ll rulers are the heirs 
of prior conquerors,” Benjamin writes. “Hence, empathizing with the victor invariably benefits 
the current rulers” (391).  
 Importantly, Benjamin’s challenge to histories that demonstrate forward motion (through 
victory) is also a challenge to the notion that forward motion will ultimately lead to the class 
struggle that will free the oppressed. Benjamin is particularly wary of progress as a conceptual 
frame for the German Social Democrats of his era. “Nothing has so corrupted the German 
working class as the notion that it was moving with the current,” he writes (393).  
 The danger of this ideological position is clear, for Benjamin. He writes from the vantage 
point of a German-Jewish refugee living in Paris in 1940. The Nazis were closing in, and it 
would be only months after the completion of “On the Concept of History” that Benjamin would 
commit suicide in Portbou, Spain, thinking he was to be returned over the border to France and 
inevitable arrest by the Gestapo the following day. He articulates notions of progress to the 
fascism that ultimately claimed his life and sent the photograph of the rower to Auschwitz:  
One reason fascism has a chance is that, in the name of progress, its opponents treat it as 
a historical norm.—The current amazement that the things we are experiencing are “still” 
possible in the twentieth century is not philosophical. This amazement is not the 
beginning of knowledge—unless it is the knowledge that the view of history which gives 
rise to it is untenable. (392, emphasis original) 
 
Continued reliance on “progress” as a conceptual frame for historical thinking was, for 
Benjamin, “untenable.” This is the argument of the Angel of History: what we call “progress” 
leaves catastrophe in its wake. We continue to allow the “pile of debris” to grow in the name of 
progress. Only by thinking history differently will we recognize that what we call “progress” is, 




 Although Benjamin did not live to see it, the “storm” of progress is soon to realize its 
darkest impulses in the coming “catastrophe” of Auschwitz, which began receiving political 
prisoners the same year “On the Concept of History” was written. A year after Benjamin’s death, 
the camp carried out its first gassings. By the time the war ended, Auschwitz was responsible for 
the deaths of 1.1 million people. Auschwitz has become itself a metonym, standing in for the 
whole of the Nazi genocide. In Auschwitz—both the place and the symbol—modernity’s 
forward motion, its technological progress, culminates in industrial-scale murder, leaving behind 
only fragments of whole communities: lists of names, piles of shoes, a photograph of a woman 
rowing.  
 What, then, constitutes Benjamin’s historical materialism in the face of this untenability? 
Like Marx, Benjamin asserts the power of revolution. But in the Paralipomena, he suggests a 
crucial difference in his philosophy: “Marx says that revolutions are the locomotive of world 
history. But perhaps it is quite otherwise. Perhaps revolutions are an attempt by the passengers 
on this train—namely, the human race—to activate the emergency brake” (402). The angel 
would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed. The revolution 
happens in the pause; Benjamin argues that the historical materialist needs a concept of time at a 
“standstill” (“On the Concept of History” 396). This pause instantiates, for me, a call to 
attention. Stop, look, listen. What then? Benjamin’s historical materialism focuses on moments 
of rupture—the moments in which revolutionaries act “to make the continuum of history 
explode” (395). In those moments of rupture, the task of the historian is to grasp moments from 
the past that will catalyze the revolutionary potential of the present.  
 As Susan Buck-Morss notes, the present here is “not the empirical present, not the given 




in the secular, collective sense of revolutionary action: the present was the moment of constant 
revolutionary possibility” (59). The task of the historical materialist is to constellate with this 
present moment a past moment also infused with “now-time,” an image from the past that 
“flashes up at the moment of its recognizability” (Benjamin, “On the Concept of History” 390). 
The “moment of recognizability” is a present that needs a particular past to fulfill its own 
revolutionary potential. For example, Benjamin writes, “to Robespierre ancient Rome was a past 
charged with now-time, a past which he blasted out of the continuum of history. The French 
Revolution viewed itself as Rome reincarnate” (395). 
 When the continuum is blasted open, the historian is able to seize a past moment to 
operationalize it in the present. Which moments? In this dissertation, they tend to be moments 
that exceed monumental histories—these histories, Benjamin knew, are ghosted by the 
“anonymous toil of others who lived in the same period” but who remain unmarked (“On the 
Concept of History” 392). I find beyond monumentality women like the rower, Minka, who is 
historically re-markable only in and as a found photograph, part of a hidden archive preserved 
against all odds.  
 For Benjamin, these past moments are fleeting, even elusive. “The true image of the past 
flits by,” he writes. “The past can be seized only as an image that flashes up at the moment of its 
recognizability, and is never seen again” (“On the Concept of History” 390). This is why my 
encounter with Minka, my meeting the Angel of History, cannot be classified as an accident: 
Minka appeared in the “moment of her recognizability.” This appearance was brief—liable to 
“flit by,” as brief as the rhythm of the turning of a page. The Benjaminian historical materialist, 
then, must be watching, must be paying attention. And, crucially, they must be watching the 




“[r]evolutionary motivation was… created by looking backward” (59). This is clear in 
Benjamin’s critique of the Social Democrats, when he compares Marx’s formulation of the 
oppressed as “the last enslaved class—the avenger that completes the task of liberation in the 
name of generations of the downtrodden” to the Social Democratic tendency to “cast the working 
class in the role of a redeemer of future generations, in this way cutting the sinews of its greatest 
strength” (394, emphasis original). Benjamin is skeptical. This redemption is not where 
“progress” will lead. Benjamin writes that the drive of the working class is better “nourished by 
the image of enslaved ancestors rather than by the ideal of liberated grandchildren” (394). 
 For Benjamin, the ethical implications of the work of the historical materialist are clear. 
The redemptive power of history is found when memory is “appropriated” as it “flashes up” 
(“On the Concept of History” 391). The job of the historical materialist is to cultivate an 
awareness of memory’s flashes, the conditions under which those flashes arise, and the ways in 
which these flashes of the past can be constellated with the present to inform action. In 
particular, Benjamin describes serviceable moments from the past as appearing during moments 
of danger:  
Articulating the past historically does not mean recognizing it “the way it really was.” It 
means appropriating a memory as it flashes up in a moment of danger. Historical 
materialism wishes to hold fast to that image of the past which unexpectedly appears to 
the historical subject in a moment of danger. The danger threatens both the content of the 
tradition and those who inherit it. For both, it is one and the same thing: the danger of 
becoming a tool of the ruling classes. Every age must strive anew to wrest tradition away 
from the conformism that is working to overpower it. (391)  
 
The danger, in these moments, is that the past, traditions, and people—even critics—will become 
“tool[s] of the ruling classes.” Benjamin is writing from his own moment of profound danger, 
and his critique of the Social Democrats demonstrates that he sees their version of historical 




 The historical materialist must respond to the moment of danger by “hold[ing] fast to that 
image of the past which suddenly appears.” When a thinker “explodes” a moment from the 
“continuum of history” and then “arrests” their thoughts in a constellation of past and present, 
they “establish a conception of the present as now-time shot through with splinters of messianic 
time” (“On the Concept of History” 395-397). These moments are moments of possibility—as 
Benjamin notes, drawing on Jewish tradition, “every second [is] the small gateway in time 
through which the Messiah might enter” (397).  
 I, too, encountered the photograph of the rower in a “moment of danger,” after the 
completion of a project on commemorative genres at Israel’s premier Holocaust museum and 
memorial, Yad Vashem. I was mired in work on memory that was beginning to feel clinical—
even instrumental, as if after so much exposure the images and artifacts and stories I was 
engaging were a means to a scholarly ends. Do I have any business continuing this work if it no 
longer sufficiently moves me? I asked. And then, as if by accident one day, there she was: a 
woman, rowing. I felt the motion of the boat. I felt myself moved, again.  
 To think about remembering the rower as an ethical practice, taking Benjamin and the 
Angel of History as a guide, involves recognition of particular moments—particular events, 
particular people—from the past as presaging emancipatory work in the present. “The French 
Revolution viewed itself as Rome reincarnate,” Benjamin writes (“On the Concept of History” 
395). In this case, I return to the Second World War, rupturing the continuum of history to draw 
Benjamin’s 1940 reading of the Angel of History and the photograph of a rower carried to 
Auschwitz in 1943 into the present, to draw them to me as the one who remembers.    
 I am driven forward in my own reading of the photograph (and beyond) by three 




1. An ethical orientation to the past is about vigilance, about identifying moments or 
artifacts before they disappear again. Importantly, these moments or artifacts do not have 
to be monumental. Benjamin was interested in the “detritus of history”—such as a 
personal photograph.10 To practice such an orientation of attention to history’s waste, its 
excess or ephemera, I must be watching for its appearance.     
2. This orientation to the past does not conceive of history as neat or linear; the ethical here 
is described as blasting or exploding the continuum of history, seizing individual 
moments or artifacts and drawing them into the present. Benjamin permits me to 
conceptualize remembering beyond or outside of telling a full story or describing the past 
“the way it really was” (391), which, in my work, proves critical for remembering that 
focuses on fragments or “detritus.” This disruption of history’s continuum also suggests 
that to remember is to exceed contextual boundaries.   
3. To perform memory in this sense is to become comfortable with the productivity of 
rupture and broken narratives, the messiness of constellating past and present, and a 
reframing of the moment for action as now rather than later. Throughout this dissertation, 
I still imagine better futures, but I understand this imagining as itself the productive, 
consequential work of the present, the work of a performative writing in this moment, 
beginning here with the photograph of the rower.  
 My reading is also predicated on the closeness of the metonymic fit between the rower 
and the Angel of History. Both Benjamin’s Angel and the rower face backward, away from the 
 
10 As Howard Eiland and Michael W. Jennings note: “Beginning in 1924 Benjamin analyzed a 
wide variety of cultural objects without regard to qualitative distinctions between high and low, 
and indeed typically took as his subject the ‘detritus’ of history, that is, neglected and 
inconspicuous traces of vanished milieux and forgotten events. He concentrated on the marginal, 




direction in which they move or are moved. Both inhabit a temporal moment where “progress” is 
on the brink of unimaginable catastrophe. This catastrophe is where they are both headed—the 
rower’s oars, extending beyond the photograph’s frame, mirror the Angel’s outstretched wings. 
And I know that one day, maybe soon, the woman in the image will be caught up in the same 
storm that pushes Benjamin’s Angel irresistibly into the future, to which his back is turned. 
When I met the Angel of History, sitting ready to row in a black and white photograph in The 
Last Album, Benjamin’s philosophy of history crystallized in the image of the rower as Angel. 
This is itself a Benjaminian move: “Where thinking suddenly comes to a stop in a constellation 
saturated with tensions, it gives that constellation a shock, by which thinking is crystallized as a 
monad. The historical materialist approaches a historical object only when it approaches him as a 
monad” (“On the Concept of History” 396). The photograph of the rower is the artifact to which 
my “approach” and my provisional ethics adheres.  
 My attention always comes back to this photograph, and this adds a fourth principle to 
my emerging interpretive ethics. My concern reaches beyond the photograph’s efficacy in the 
present and extends to the woman in the photograph, the woman photographed. I cannot allow 
her to be displaced, even by her revolutionary potential. My attention becomes an attention to 
her, and the “constellation” where my thinking “suddenly comes to a stop” is a constellation of 
two rowing bodies: mine, and hers. As I remember her, I remember her to me, allowing for a 
critical stance in which my body is enmeshed in a project of performing memory. This 
constellation, as Benjamin writes, is “saturated with tensions,” and I recognize its 
unfinalizability: the “moment of her recognizability” cannot possibly last, and what comes 
next—for her, for me, for our shared experience of a day on the water—remains open. This is the 




both continuously slip their frames, refusing to be held in place by the continuum of history, 
whether that “place” is the early 1940s or today.  
A Woman Becomes Her Hands  
 I remember her to me. It starts with her hands. The rower sits at the edge of the frame; 
you stand immediately before her, above her (perhaps on a dock), with your camera. She is 
sitting “ready.” That is what we rowers call her pose: her arms extended and body leaned 
forward, ready to drop the oars in the water and take the first stroke. This photograph shows an 
angel who seems about to move away from something he stares at. She is ready to take the first 
stroke; she is always already ready. When I look at her, I know that at any moment—now?—she 
will raise her hands, lowering the oars into the water. She will pull her arms in toward her body, 
and that motion will pull the oars through the water. She will move backward when she goes, 
still facing you as the distance between you grows.     
 Is she really the Angel of History, given that she will propel herself backward away from 
the photographer of her own volition? Was my identification a misidentification? The question 
troubles me. I let it sit, for now, the Angel displaced, for now, by the rower and her hands. 
 What made me pause when I saw this photograph during the spring of my first year as a 
PhD student was my embodied knowledge of what comes next for this young woman. I could 
feel the thrill of the beginning of a row, the difficulty of the first stroke cutting the water, the 
eventual settling of the boat and the rower into a rhythm. Never mind the nice clothes and the 
pearl necklace—even an easy row is still a row, I thought. The mechanics are the same, even 
when the pace is slow, even when you are (just) doing it for the camera.   
 Imagining the woman as rower made me pause. What held me there was her left hand. It 




the oar, and her thumb is extended to the end of the oar to help control the stroke. I had no words 
except that I could feel it—could feel the wood, the inevitable blisters, the flex of muscles in her 
hand as she kept the oars, the rhythm, the whole thing—the boat as well as the frame of 
possibility for my identification, the past and her present, her presence and inevitable 
disappearance—under the control of her thumb.  
 Barthes suggests the word punctum to describe my embodied affinity for the photograph. 
It was this affinity that first prompted me to tear the photograph from Benjamin’s “continuum of 
history” and draw it—her—into the present, not just the present but my present. In this shared 
space of our presence together, I reanimate the anonymous woman in the photograph the only 
way I know how: as rower, through her hands on the oars. In Camera Lucida, Barthes’s work on 
photography and the loss of his mother, he identifies the source of this familiarity, the element of 
the photograph that demands pause and engenders strong affiliation or identification. For 
Barthes, there are two “elements” that give rise to a viewer’s interest in certain photographs. The 
first is the studium, which is culturally “coded” and drives “a kind of general, enthusiastic 
commitment” in those to whom the cultural codes are legible (51, 26). The second element 
“disturbs” the studium: the punctum, an arresting detail or quality “which rises from the scene, 
shoots out of it like an arrow, and pierces” a particular viewer (26-27). The punctum—“sting, 
speck, cut, little hole”—is wounding in its “poignance,” and varies by viewer (27). For me the 
punctum was the rower’s left hand; for another viewer, it may be a different detail—or none at 
all.  
 While Barthes gives the language of punctum to the poignant familiarity of the rower’s 
left hand, he names such details without attempting to rationalize them. The sense in which I am 




the oar, is a feeling beyond my capacity for easy description. Those things which we “can name 
cannot really prick [us],” Barthes writes. “The incapacity to name is a good symptom of 
disturbance” (51). Barthes’s words take on a double meaning here: I cannot name the feeling of 
my—our—hands on the oars; nor, at this stage, could I name her. While the photograph’s 
punctum drew me in before I drew her to me, I remained fixed on her—our—hands because 
there was no signifier to lead me out of this space of embodied memory. Barthes’s formulation 
flips: Dwelling in the disturbance is a symptom of the incapacity to name. I sat, hands tensed on 
invisible oars, because there was nothing to move on to, no other systems of meaning into which 
she fit, then—just a rower, rowing.  
 What I can describe is what it feels like to sit with your hands on an oar, ready to row. To 
this day, my hands tense whenever I describe the photograph of the woman rowing, an embodied 
repetition of this first stage of remembering. The wounding of the punctum is, for me, the ghost 
of actual wounds. Rowing is rough on your hands, particularly when you have a tendency—as I 
do—to grip the oars too tightly. The last time I was out on the water, for the first time in a long 
time, I left the boathouse with angry, raw patches in the crooks of both of my thumbs, right 
where the woman in the photograph’s left thumb connects with the end of her oar. Performance 
remains, Rebecca Schneider argues, in “flesh in a network of body-to-body transmission of 
affect and enactment” (Performing Remains 100, emphasis original). Commemorative 
performance remains in the messy, material reality that is bleeding hands, a week or two of 
healing thumbs that both enact and exceed her memory. Sting, speck, cut, little hole.  
 The moment before, the moment of sitting ready, is one of expectation. What is to come 
is not simply the physical activity of rowing, and the concentration necessary to settle a rhythm, 




and the movement of the boat and the elation of oars sweeping over water, the burning of legs 
and arms and the strain of keeping one’s back straight, the pain of shifting up tempo at the end of 
a race, the certainty that a drink of water will never come soon enough. And if you, like me, grip 
your oars too tightly, every shift of your hands on the oars stings anew. The moment of sitting 
ready, then, anticipates something like jouissance, the thrill of one’s body moving the water 
beneath it and the lull of repetition so rapturous and so painful. The expectation of sitting ready 
cycles through excitement, determination, dread. Here go my poor hands again, you might think. 
And she’s off.  
 There’s no way she will row hard enough to leave her hands bleeding. Not dressed like 
that, pearl necklace and rings and white collar folded over her jacket. But that left hand makes 
her, nevertheless—for me—a rower. This signifier means something in its displacement of all 
other possible signifiers: woman, young woman, fashionable woman, woman-being-
photographed. Perhaps, I now think, she is an amateur, a novice, or a woman who only rows in 
nice clothes as a leisure activity, or as a means of getting from one side of a lake to the other. It 
does not matter; the punctum of her hand on the oar animates the woman in the photograph as 
rower. And the animation of the punctum, as Barthes suggests, extends beyond the photograph: 
“suddenly a specific photograph reaches me; it animates me, and I animate it. So that is how I 
must name the attraction which makes it exist: an animation. The photograph itself is in no way 
animated (I do not believe in ‘lifelike’ photographs), but it animates me: this is what creates 
every adventure” (20, emphasis original). I animate it: through my identification of/with the 
punctum of her left hand on the oar, I animate the woman as rower. It animates me: I see her as 
rower because in her pose I recognize, in a Benjaminian flash, myself as rower. I feel my hands 




unmarked, when it’s been far too long since I’ve been out on the water. I remember her as rower 
and in that remembering re-member, re-embody her—and myself—as rower. We, together, form 
Benjamin’s constellation of past and present. This is what creates every adventure. 
 The photograph animates me, and I animate her. My re-membering of the woman as 
rower and my own imagination of myself as rower are not superimposed, one displacing or 
imitating the other. Instead, we displace time and place, allowing me to imagine us together—I 
have drawn her out of time, to me, for now. My performance of memory challenges the finality 
of the woman’s place in The Last Album: this moving curation of the photographs into a photo 
album is not the last word for this woman. The punctum of her hand gripping the oar stops me in 
my tracks, prompting me to enact the Benjaminian rupture that pulls her through time and space, 
from her place on the page (and in Auschwitz and in 1943) and into motion once again. But she 
is not in motion. The woman in the photograph has not yet begun to row; it is only in my 
animation of the photograph that I am able to imagine her not only “as rower” but as rowing—
not to mention the two of us on the water together. Through Barthes and Benjamin I stitch 
together the foundation for a theory of performing memory that relies on the metonymic co-
presence of the rememberer and the remembered. This co-presence is metonymic in Phelan’s 
sense: “Performance approaches the Real through resisting the metaphorical reduction of the two 
into one… Performance is the attempt to value that which is nonreproductive, nonmetaphorical” 
(152). I am not reducing the rower and myself to one figure; in this case the as if of performance 
does not lend itself to the idea that I am rowing as if I am her (I will always grip the oars too 
hard to be anyone but myself).11 Rather: I am rowing as if we are together, in the same boat.  
 
11 The “as if” of performance borrows from Victor Turner’s assertion of the “subjunctive mood” 
of ritual in From Ritual to Theatre (83-84). Ritual is a liminal space, bordered on either side by 




 The rower is alone in the boat… I think. She has two oars: we call this sculling. You can 
scull alone, or with a partner, or in a boat with four people (sometimes even eight people, but 
such boats are less common). There is another way to row, where a group of oars(wo)men—
usually four, or eight—sit together, one behind the other, and each holds one oar rigged on 
alternating sides of the boat: sweep rowing. Whenever a boat increases from a single rower to 
two or four or eight rowers, everything hangs on the rowers’ ability to operate in simultaneity. I 
am not taking the rower’s oars; I am rowing with her. I am behind her, or perhaps in front of her. 
She follows me or I follow her—the latter, I have decided. And critically, as I follow her, I face 
backward, just like she does. Imagining myself rowing with this woman turns me toward the 
past. In the enactment of this memory, I embody Benjamin’s injunction to watch temporally 
behind me. I found the woman rowing by accident one day (or so I thought), and my 
performative affiliation with her engenders an ethical position. What else will I see, oriented as I 
am now, with my eyes trained on history? There is a reason the rower was and is first, both as the 
impetus for this entire dissertation project and in the resulting structure of the text: she taught me 
how and where to look, and everything else I’ve seen is a result of that attention. It was helpful 
that I am used to moving backward, to looking at the start even as I move toward the finish line, 
facing the past as the boat moves into the future. Such are the mechanics of the row, and I, like 
the woman in the photograph, am a rower. We are in the same boat.  
 But here is the tension: The rower and I are not in the same boat. Even as my 
identification of/with the woman-as-rower overtakes all other possibilities for the woman in the 
boat, the signifier vibrates with that which exceeds it: this rower’s photograph was found in 
Auschwitz. It was brought there by Jewish deportees in 1943. According to Yad Vashem’s 




rate.12 The rower is a paradox: she sits still and yet is already borne ahead (backwards) across the 
water and across time, into a suitcase en route to Auschwitz and into an album en route to a 
young girl (to me). She is in an album; her photograph rests in European soil; she is on the water. 
She sits poised at the dock, and here the identification of the rower with the Angel of History 
bears fruit. 
 The angel would like to stay, awaken the dead, and make whole what has been 
smashed—but we know this woman cannot, will not stay. Her day on the water is long since 
over.  
 A storm is blowing from Paradise and has got caught in her oars; it is so strong that the 
rower can no longer hold them still. She leaves me on the dock, caught in the liminal space 
between witnessing a portrait of life and witnessing to one face in six million.  
 This storm drives her irresistibly into the future, to which her back is turned, while the 
pile of debris before her grows toward the sky. All those the rower has passed over the course of 
a century constitute a growing shadow on the dock: the photographer, the neighbors she likely 
left behind so many years ago, the women in Auschwitz who saved her image from destruction 
but may not have made it out themselves. Me. I see her sit ready; I watch her go.  
 What we call progress is this storm.  
 Even as I feel my own hands tense, invisible oars waiting to swing in time with hers as 
we begin to row, I understand that as a non-Jewish, white woman living in the United States in 
the twenty-first century, the rower and I are not in the same boat. And yet. If I take seriously 
Benjamin’s mandate for memory work, it becomes imperative that once I recognize her as rower, 
 





I join her, or take her hand and beckon for her to join me, here in the present. As we row 
together, now, we both face the direction from which she has come.  
 Back to her hands. Chances are, her hands will still be in perfect condition at the end of 
her time on the water—she is, after all, wearing pearls. But I will grip the oars too tightly—I 
always have. Perhaps it is appropriate, that the strain of the row, the bodily marker of the 
pleasure/pain of this physical activity, will show on my hands and not hers. I am certain that a 
woman whose photograph was carried to Auschwitz in 1943 has experienced enough. Taylor 
argues in her characterization of trauma as a durational performance that “[t]rauma lives in the 
body, not in the archive” (“Trauma as Durational Performance” 51). I meet this assertion with a 
question: What happens to the memory of trauma when the body is gone? My question is met by 
the citational voices of women who write about memory and its transmission: “The world’s 
earliest archives or libraries were the memories of women,” Trinh Minh-ha writes. “Patiently 
transmitted from mouth to ear, body to body, hand to hand… The speech is seen, heard, smelled, 
tasted, and touched” (121, emphasis mine). And Kaja Silverman, through Marianne Hirsch’s 
Generation of Postmemory: “If to remember is to provide the disembodied ‘wound’ with a 
psychic residence, then to remember other people’s memories is to be wounded by their wounds” 
(Hirsch 174). The memory finds another body to inhabit, Schneider’s transmission through flesh. 
To be wounded by her wounds; hand to hand. 
 In my embodied remembering, the woman’s hands—that detail which casts the woman as 
rower—are joined by my hands. As I write, I have found myself subconsciously rubbing the 
insides of my thumbs, re-membering irritated skin. The feeling grounds me, and as such reminds 
me of my presence in the present, writing, even as I imagine myself in another, virtual present, 




into the present,” although I will probably continue saying just that, as shorthand. Instead, I draw 
both of us into a performance space marked out for and by an imagined enactment, a space that 
is neither her past nor (exactly) my writing present.13 As Benjamin writes in The Arcades 
Project, “It is not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is present its light on 
what is past; rather, image is that wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now 
to form a constellation” (N3, 1). The performance space is the space of the flash, the space-time 
of the constellation. That is, while the time is “present” by virtue of its happening now, while I 
am simultaneously in the present of writing, it is also a time in imaginative excess of the present, 
where I can feel the sting in my hands from oars gripped too tight.  
 It is a time marked, too, by Barthes’s second definition of the punctum. “This new 
punctum,” Barthes writes, “which is no longer of form but of intensity, is Time, the lacerating 
emphasis of the noeme (“that-has-been”), its pure representation.” I draw the rower from the 
continuum of history, but I never stop knowing: “This will be and this has been; I observe with 
horror an anterior future of which death is the stake” (96, all emphasis original). I look at the 
photograph and my mind wanders to the epigraph from Derrida’s Specters of Marx, a quotation 
from Hamlet: “The time is out of joint.” And so when I say I draw her into the present, I don’t 
ever mean just that. As Hirsch and Leo Spitzer argue: “The work of postmemorial reading entails 
 
13 This sense of remembering has a Bergsonian quality, where the image of the past is actualized 
in the present through imagination: “By this memory is made possible the intelligent, or rather 
intellectual, recognition of perception already experienced; in it we take refuge every time that, 
in the search for a particular image, we remount the slope of our past. But every perception is 
prolonged into a nascent action; and while the images are taking their place and order in this 
memory, the movements which continue them modify the organism and create in the body new 
dispositions toward action” (81). Of course, I am talking here about actualizing my own memory 
of rowing and imagining Minka rowing, combining the two into a new “image” that never 




juxtaposing two incommensurable temporalities, and exposing and keeping open the devastating 
disjunction between them” (63).14 Even when she’s here, she’s still there, gone.  
 The title of this section—“A Woman Becomes Her Hands”—details the metonymic 
displacement enacted by my embodied memory, where the fullness of the woman is deferred as 
she and I focus on the water. This title has a second meaning, here, as I write: I, too, have 
become my hands, insofar as the hand is metonymic of writing and the writing self.15  
 How do I write about the woman as rower as the Angel of History? If one of the ethical 
implications of Benjamin’s vision for memory work is a focus on the present rather than a 
putting-off of the revolution until a moment of future progress, then moments when my 
“thinking suddenly comes to a stop in a constellation saturated with tensions” are themselves 
moments of great potentiality (396). I write in and about these moments of potential, and I 
therefore conceive of the moment of writing as imbued with the possibility of Benjaminian now-
time.  
 Can writing itself be an ethical act? I become my hands as I am displaced by my 
language. Even though, as Barthes argues, “the incapacity to name is a good symptom of 
disturbance,” I have no choice but to write (51). The act of writing memory is not neutral, not a 
constative reporting of facts. Benjamin is skeptical of narrative, calling “the idea that history is 
something which can be narrated” a “fortified position of historicism” in the Paralipomena to 
“On the Concept of History” (406). For a historical materialist, “the epic moment will always be 
 
14 “What’s Wrong with This Picture” from Hirsch’s The Generation of Postmemory is written 
with Leo Spitzer.  
 
15 I am inspired to explore this relation between the hand and the writing self by a chapter in 
Gordon’s Ghostly Matters called “her shape and his hand,” which I will discuss in detail in the 




blown apart in the process of construction” (406). If the job of the historical materialist is to blow 
apart the continuum of history, then the moment blown out of the continuum is simultaneously 
blown apart as well, at least narratively. It can no longer be written as moment, given its 
contextual displacement.16 And so how do we write such moments? How do we write (about) 
history, and the memory work that we undertake as we watch the past? Blocker puts this 
question another way, as she writes about the performance work of Ana Mendieta: “What kind of 
history is it that does not save?” (133).  
 “We need a history that does not save in any sense of the word; we need a history that 
performs,” Blocker answers (134, emphasis original). What I am beginning to define as “ethical 
writing” must similarly perform, to match the embodied memory through which I find myself in 
relation to the rower. How do we write a history that performs, that enacts rather than erases the 
punctum and Barthes’s “incapacity to name”? Phelan—upon whom Blocker is drawing in her 
 
16 For Benjamin, the kind of writing that most closely adheres to this theoretical position is the 
quotation. Hannah Arendt explains Benjamin’s reliance on quotation—a text that destroys 
context—as a response to the unrest of his cultural moment. She writes: “Insofar as the past has 
been transmitted as tradition, it possesses authority; insofar as authority presents itself 
historically, it becomes tradition. Walter Benjamin knew that the break in tradition and the loss 
of authority which occurred in his lifetime were irreparable, and he concluded that he had to 
discover new ways of dealing with the past. In this he became a master when he discovered that 
the transmissibility of the past had been replaced by its citability and that in place of its authority 
there had arisen a strange power to settle down, piecemeal, in the present and to deprive it of 
‘peace of mind,’ the mindless peace of complacency. ‘Quotations in my works are like robbers 
by the roadside who make an armed attack and relieve an idler of his convictions’ (Schriften I, 
571). This discovery of the modern function of quotations, according to Benjamin…was born out 
of despair—not the despair of a past that refuses to ‘throw its light on the future’ and let the 
human mind ‘wander in darkness’ as in Tocqueville, but out of the despair of the present and the 
desire to destroy it; hence their power is ‘not the strength to preserve but to cleanse, to tear out of 
context, to destroy’ (Schriften II, 192)” (38-39). For Benjamin, the quotation destroys naturalized 
context. It interrupts time, interrupts history, interrupts the present by breaking it up to 
re(de)contextualize the past. This interruption destroys complacency, making “an armed attack 





own work—suggests “writing toward disappearance” (148). Trinh argues that women writers 
(particularly women of color) must “learn how to un-write and write anew” as they break out of 
linguistic systems marked by power (148). To “unwrite” and to “write toward disappearance” are 
both features of (a) performing writing—both the verb-gerund and adjective-gerund readings of 
the phrase apply. Della Pollock describes what it means to “make writing perform” (in 
conversation with both Phelan and Blocker):  
To write performance is not in and of itself to betray [performance]. Rather, it seems to 
me, the betrayal consists in not writing it, in conceding to the deployment of language 
against performance and so to the absence/death of performance in processes of 
knowledge formation. To answer to the claims of textuality on performativity is thus not 
to write less but to write more: to write in excess of norms of scholarly representation, to 
write beyond textuality into what might be called social mortalities, to make 
writing/textuality speak to, of, and through pleasure, possibility, disappearance, and even 
pain. In other words, to make writing perform. (“Performing Writing” 79)  
 
It is fitting that as the woman in the photograph becomes her hands through my attribution of the 
signifier “rower,” I also become my hands as my remembering is enacted in and through not 
only my sense that I can feel the oars in my grip, but also a writing of that sense as a writing that 
seeks to perform. The centrality of the hands to the performance of rowing and the performance 
of writing renders them not synecdochic but metonymic: they are not the substitution of a part 
for the whole but instead engender the “associative” linkage (following Phelan) between an 
activity and the body that enacts it.    
 This writing—here, in this section, in this chapter, in this dissertation—is itself 
metonymic. Performative writing is “a self-consciously partial or incomplete rendering that takes 
its pulse from the difference rather than the identity between the linguistic symbol and the thing it 
is meant to represent” (Pollock 82-83, emphasis original). This is a writing that recognizes its 
own “incapacity to name,” to again return to Barthes. It recognizes, too, “the extent to which 




representations of them, not only revealing truths, meanings, ‘objects,’ but often obscuring them 
in the very act of writing, securing their absence with the substitutional presence of words” 
(Pollock 83). The act of writing simultaneously marks and deepens the “incapacity to name” that 
which “pricks me” (Barthes 51). It marks, too, the fact that I am remembering a woman who 
remains as elusive to me now as she was on the day that I first saw her photograph and felt my 
hands move to invisible oars.   
 I respect this elusivity. While my writing about the rower is, to a certain extent, “longing 
for a lost subject/object” (Pollock 84), it is all the while acknowledging that she won’t be found. 
The best I can do for her is to mark her absence by allowing my writing to continuously 
“displace itself, to unwrite itself at the very moment of its composition, opening language to 
what it is not and can never be” (Pollock 83, emphasis mine). This writing recognizes, too, that 
we operate with/in language—for better or for worse—and so it is part of our task to write with 
care, with joy, with grief, with tenacity, with courage, with abandon.  
A Woman Becomes Her Name   
 Each time I encounter the rower, I learn how to write differently. Each time I encounter 
the rower, I learn how to write, differently. I have learned to approach her with what Lugones 
calls “an openness to surprise,” with an “openness to self-construction or reconstruction and to 
construction or reconstruction of the ‘worlds’ we inhabit playfully” (17). Lugones calls for 
world-travelling, for a spirit of “playfulness,” for a “loving attitude” and, as you travel, for 
openness (14). I answer Lugones’s call, in part, by re-learning how to write each time I meet the 
rower. Each time we meet, we inhabit a new world, she and I, each world limned by one or more 




rowing.17 For example: this photograph, carried to Auschwitz in 1943, resists total assimilation 
into a Holocaust narrative by virtue of her left hand, which makes her first a rower. From this 
rowing-world, my openness to surprise propels us forward as I allow my remembering to be 
complicated by the addition of new signifiers—by information that displaces what I thought I 
knew.  
 These new worlds enable different kinds of writing, and I try to write these worlds, 
always differently—in citation, in prose, sometimes in fragments or questions, sometimes with a 
clear head and other times with hands that are tense and paralyzed on the keyboard because 
it, she, are justsomuch… but no matter how many times I try, there is a feeling that the 
possibility she engenders is constantly displaced by the words I choose.  
 Minka.  
 As the years passed, The Last Album sacrificed the finality of its title for a second edition. 
The photographs served as a moment of Aristotle’s phantasia, a bringing-before-the-eyes of 
people and communities long since gone. As Weiss received correspondence from survivors or 
family members who recognized these long-gone individuals, she gave them (back) their names. 
In other cases, I later learned, Weiss recovered the names from the backs to the fronts of the 
photographs when they were removed from books into which they had been pasted. The versos 
of the original prints were often inscribed.  
 
17 I am taking liberties with Lugones’s concept of the “world,” here. In her formulation, worlds 
“are possible,” “inhabited at present by some flesh and blood people… It may also be inhabited 
by some imaginary people. It may be inhabited by people who are dead” (9-10). She writes, “In 
describing my sense of a ‘world,’ I mean to be offering a description of experience” (11). 
Lugones is concerned primarily with identity, whereas I am riffing on her idea of a “world” 




 When I finally sought the updated 2005 edition of Weiss’s text, I told myself that it was 
unlikely that my rower had been identified. But she has a name. Her name was—is—Minka. 
Before I knew her name, the rower seemed to bless the not-knowing, to enable memory as an 
articulation of diverging possibilities that may not find resolution. To an extent, the diverging 
possibilities hold. She is not not “rower”; now, she is both rower and “Minka.” What 
commemorative possibilities are opened—and foreclosed—by this instantiation of the woman in 
the photograph?  
 Now that she is “Minka,” I see her in a second photograph, on the same page as the first. 
I did not recognize her there before, but now that the signifier “Minka” captions both 
photographs, I cannot believe I missed her. In the second photograph, she poses with three 
friends—two other young women and a young man. The photograph was taken outdoors. Its four 
subjects, labeled in the first edition of The Last Album as “A circle of friends…” and in the 
second as “Minka (her last name is, as yet, unknown) with her circle of friends…,” sit on the 
ground together, the camera capturing the warmth of their relationships. One of the young 
women leans back into the man, who has his arm wrapped around her. He, in turn, leans to the 
side, close to Minka’s second female companion. Both of this second woman’s arms are around 
Minka, who reclines in front of her, partially covered by a blanket. Minka’s outfit in this 
photograph is sleeveless, a shirt or dress bearing a bold geometric design covered in alternating 
light and dark dots. Her head is covered, as it is in the boat. Is there room for me, in this 
photograph? I look closer. The woman with her arms around Minka is holding both of her 
hands; Minka’s right hand reaches up to her. In the clasp of their hands, the woman who was 




 How did I miss her? I make excuses: she is sitting at two different angles, looking 
straight ahead from the boat but looking up as she sits with her friends. This changes the shape of 
her face—slightly. She is dressed differently, in a dark jacket versus a light sleeveless top. She, 
herself (to invoke Margalit’s echo) was displaced by my attention to the act of rowing.   
 It is painfully obvious that this is the same woman. She has returned to the dock, stepped 
out of the boat. Taken off her jacket. Changed her shirt. Found her friends. Who are they? What 
were they doing that day? Who took this second photograph? Is the photographer from the 
original photograph, the person who captured her as rower, posed with her in the second 
photograph? Were these photographs taken the same day, week, year? In the same place? Maybe 
the photographer is standing on the same dock, faced the other way this time, as Minka poses 
with her friends on land rather than alone (with me) on the water. Her friends: What happened to 
them? I begin to ask new questions—questions that upset the balance of my embodied 
knowledge (like a thumb slipped off the end of the oar, loss of control, unbalancing the whole 
thing). 
 There was a particular, if unsettled, productivity in anonymity: an allowing of the not-
knowing to work itself out in my body, to flow through my hands, rowing-hands become 
writing-hands writing about rowing. There was in this anonymity a suggestion that the motion of 
the boat honored the rower beyond, or before, her emplacement in a symbolic order that would 
necessarily separate us. I am grappling anew with a woman named Minka, with the friends she 
so obviously loved (friends who are not me), with the prospect that knowing her as rower is so 
inadequate as to require me to start over. In the second photograph I see Minka: a woman who is 




 My failure to recognize Minka in two photographs on the same page of Weiss’s text can 
be explained in two ways. First, there is the simple fact that the photograph that arrested me was 
the photograph of Minka in the boat, ready to row. I am sure I looked at the other images on the 
page, but those images were not this photograph. If Barthes’s concept of the punctum were to be 
expanded outward, this photograph was the punctum of the page, as the rower’s left hand was the 
punctum of the photograph. It was this image that I “seized” in what was for me the Benjaminian 
“moment of its recognizability” (“On the Concept of History” 390). I quickly made a digital 
copy of the picture, and it is that copy that I have so often referenced as I have written about the 
rower—about Minka.  
 Second, there is the absence in the original text of the proper name and its identificatory 
function. The name not only tells me in the text’s second edition that the rower is a woman 
named Minka, but that the woman named Minka who is rowing in one photograph is also posed 
with three friends in another photograph on the page. The name acts as what Saul Kripke calls a 
“rigid designator,” marking the woman across contexts (and bold clothing changes) (48).  
 But these contexts only extend so far in the absence of Minka’s surname. I am able to 
recognize the Minka who is rowing as the same Minka who is posed with her friends given the 
proximity of the images and the obvious visual similarities that establish the two photographic 
women as the same person. But beyond page seventy-eight of The Last Album? I imagine the 
scene: “Yes,” I say to the archivist, “I am looking for a woman named Minka. Probably from 
south central Poland. May have been deported to Auschwitz in 1943. I have a picture of her in a 
boat, if that helps. The picture was definitely deported to Auschwitz in 1943.” Minka is 
documented, present in two photographs where she is identified as Minka, but she is not a 




build a fuller picture of her life. I check the Yad Vashem database of Holocaust victims, which 
catalogues the names (and deaths) of roughly four and a half million Jewish Europeans during 
the war.18 If she survived the war, she will not be listed here—but I am simply looking for a 
starting place. There are 251 women named Minka who were also born in Poland catalogued in 
the database. Given that Minka is one Polish diminutive for Wilhemina, I do an advanced search: 
8,490 women, Minkas as well as Mindls, Minas, Mindlas, Minchas, and Minnas. I’m looking for 
this one, the one in the boat. 
 The commemorative possibilities for “Minka” have expanded, from my embodied 
affinity for one woman, rowing, to a list of 8,490 potential lives—each of which spans out to a 
multitude of others—cut short. Of course, this list is not comprehensive. Perhaps she survived 
the war, or maybe she lived in Poland in 1943 but was not born there. In both instances, Minka-
the-rower would not be one of the women on the list I have curated. I will never find her, I think, 
and wonder where to go from here. 
 Back to writing, is the answer. Back to writing about a woman who remains elusive, even 
with the addition of a caption that names her across photographs. What can I imagine for the 
woman called “Minka” now? The name, Minka, brought the boat back to the dock and gave the 
woman, rowing, the opportunity to step out and inhabit her life, Minka’s life, elsewhere. 
Whereas I was initially struck by her hands on the oars, and imagined my hands mirroring hers, I 
now see her in the second photograph, her hands held by someone else. My performative 
identification is interrupted, and there is a signifier to attach to the excess of her identity that I 
always felt at the edges of the frame. I take a deep breath, stop worrying about finding the 
woman in the boat—whatever finding her would mean, seventy-five years after this particular 
 




photograph was carried to Auschwitz—and ask what it means that she now possesses a proper 
name. What is “Minka” that a rower, the rower, “my rower” was not? 
 In “On Language as Such and on the Language of Man,” Benjamin argues that to name is 
to “express oneself” as human.19 When I call the woman in the photograph rower, I do so, 
following Benjamin, because “it is in the linguistic being of (wo)man to name things” (64, 
emphasis original). I acknowledged her image for what it was—a photograph—but I 
immediately sought a signifier for the woman that separated her from the artifact that held her 
trace. A rower, the rower, my rower: a growing intimacy marks my relationship to the woman in 
the boat. But she is not mine. Although I name her “rower,” I remain aware that I do not even 
know her name.  
 I called the woman “rower” because she is in a boat, and “my rower” because of the deep 
sense of embodied identification I felt with her, but this identification felt more ethically sound 
outside of language. In The Boy: A Holocaust Story, Dan Porat gives voice to the troubled 
linguistic territory of possessive pronouns in relation to work with Holocaust photographs. The 
Boy is about the widely circulated image of the little boy at the liquidation of the Warsaw ghetto, 
hands up in surrender as a Nazi soldier points an automatic weapon at his back and another 
points a camera at his face. Porat is so enmeshed in his research, so tied to this photograph, that 
when friends and colleagues would see him, they would say things like, “‘I saw your little boy in 
 
19 Naming is, for Benjamin, a reflection of divine language. Benjamin writes of the originary, 
creative acts of divine naming that occur in the biblical Genesis account, during which God calls 
things into being—“Let there be,” he says—and then names the things that he has spoken (“On 
Language as Such” 68). The pattern of God’s speaking and naming is broken, according to 
Benjamin, in the creation of man, who is not the product of word and name but is instead the 
inheritor of God’s “creative power” (68). Naming is a “reflection” of God’s linguistic being: the 
word (68). Therefore, to name is both to “express oneself” as human—as reflection of God’s 
linguistic being—and to address that which we designate through our acts of naming (65-66). 




the newspaper this morning’” (9). Porat describes his hesitation at this affiliation: “‘Your little 
boy,’ I thought, and was taken aback. He was never ‘my little boy,’ nor will he ever be. He is his 
own little boy, a painful and sorrowful mark on humanity’s conscience…” (9, emphasis 
original). But Porat’s hesitance also marks something else. Even as I thought to myself, “She is 
not mine—I don’t even know her name,” it is clear that these possessive significations occur 
primarily outside of the use of proper names. Simultaneously, when Porat says that this child in 
the Warsaw ghetto was never “his” little boy, I think about common relationships expressed in 
and through this kind of possessive, paternal language: yes, he was “his own little boy,” but we 
would not hesitate to say that he was also someone’s little boy. It is the proper name that removes 
the rower—Minka—from the possessive pronoun’s ethically ambiguous linguistic territory.  
 When I felt that Minka could never be “mine,” especially in the absence of her name, I 
was thinking in terms of my inability to address her. The possessive was a misnomer here, a 
stand-in for a more complicated relation. What I meant was: I did not have access to the signifier 
with which she identified herself to herself and in relation to others. I propose a rough corollary 
to Benjamin’s link between naming and humanity’s “linguistic being”: to use the name as 
address opens up the possibility of linguistic being-with: it is one opening to intersubjective 
human relations. This idea borrows from feminist philosopher Kelly Oliver’s assertion that the 
“roots of subjectivity” are what she calls “address-ability” and “response-ability”: “the ability to 
respond to, and address, others” (7, 15). Together, address-ability and response-ability yield “the 
process of witnessing,” and for Oliver, it is witnessing that produces subjectivity (7). For Oliver, 
the process of witnessing that is foundational to subjectivity is an inherently ethical one. Being in 




as a kind of salutary address initiates a relationship infused with a capacity and mandate for 
response and the possibility of ethical collaboration and witness.20    
 With a name, Minka becomes a co-subject to whom I can address myself and who, 
through the affiliative link of the punctum, I imagine addresses herself to me. This animation of 
the woman’s subjectivity extends my imaginative animation of her “as rower.” I walk up to the 
dock. She is already there, in the boat. We are not yet face to face when I call out: “Good 
morning, Minka.” She smiles, lets go of the oar for a moment to wave. “Hi, Emily.” There must 
have been others around that day: the photographer, maybe her friends from the other 
photograph. What use is it to address myself to her if she does not know herself as the recipient 
of address? This is where her name becomes critical.  
 The name is a recognizable marker that founds Oliver’s address-ability and inheres in the 
repetition of everyday acts of address. In the case of the rower, I perform intentionally what has 
become a reflex in other contexts: I imagine myself saying her name, to her. The other part of 
Oliver’s construction of subjectivity is response-ability. The woman is frozen in photographic 
time, but in my animation of her through her name I address her and imagine her response-
ability. This animation is an interanimation, and I practice address-ability and response-ability in 
turn, imagining myself waving back when she addresses herself to me as she sits in the boat. And 
I acknowledge my own greater response-ability: this is the ethic of attention to the past I work to 
 
20 I wondered at first whether this could not also be true of certain possessive pronoun and 
common noun combinations functioning as names. For example, if I were to walk into a room 
and say, “my sister!”, would I not be “enabl[ing] response-ability” from my sister, as Oliver calls 
for (15)? The answer, I think, is that while my sister would understand herself as the subject of 
address here, I am addressing her not on her own terms but on my terms: as my sister. While she 
is (usually) happy to claim the relation, addressing her as mine denies her a full range of 
possibilities for response because it dictates our common ground, where I have already emplaced 




develop, exemplified by what approaches four years of thinking about a photograph of a woman, 
rowing. I have become witness to Minka. I am witness both in my imagined greeting as she sits 
ready to row, which begins to establish us as subjects to and for one another. But she is not only 
“to and for me”: one photograph becomes two photographs, Minka leaves me and the boat 
behind and rejoins her friends, and I understand that we are complex, relatively autonomous 
conspirators in this project of making memory and making meaning. I am witness to Minka both 
as rower and in a larger project of remembering the woman in the photograph(s) through all of 
her discursive instantiations.  
 The name “Minka” is itself a rupture, each time it’s written. It is a productive disruption 
of an embodied affiliation and also of the historical narrative that emplaces an anonymous 
photograph “in Auschwitz.” Auschwitz is a metonym for the Holocaust, suggesting countless 
lives lost or irrevocably changed. To name one of those lives without biographical framing, 
without also naming the outcome, disrupts the assimilation of this woman into existing 
discursive categories of Holocaust remembrance: there are faces without names, which traffic in 
the realm of the “anonymous”; names without faces, which may or may not be traceable to 
specific individuals; there are those about whom nothing is known—no name or photograph, just 
the statistical fact of their death in an extermination camp; and then there are proper names and 
faces together, which often come accompanied by some shred of biographical detail—these, 
especially, are individuals who belong to a wider world beyond Auschwitz. But to have a first 
name and a photograph (two photographs), and that’s it—absolutely nothing more? The 
photograph of the rower, in some ways, is metonymic of the totalizing violence of Auschwitz: a 
woman named Minka entered the camp (at least photographically) and disappeared without a 




photograph’s survival resists and disrupts the project of total destruction to which it, and 
whoever carried it to the camp, were subjected.  
 This destruction was both physical and, for those who did survive, psychological. Laub, a 
psychoanalyst, argues that one of the effects of the violence of the Holocaust was to render it an 
“event without a witness.” The signifier witness slides here, taking on new valences through 
Laub’s work: “A witness is a witness to the truth of what happens during an event” (“Event 
Without a Witness” 80). The Holocaust was “an event without a witness” because not only did 
bystanders (for example) refuse the task of witnessing to the atrocities happening around them, 
but those suffering under the Nazi system lost, in their trauma, the ability to witness to 
themselves. As Laub puts it, “it was also the very circumstance of being inside the event that 
made unthinkable the very notion that a witness could exist, that is, someone who could step 
outside of the coercively totalitarian and dehumanizing frame of reference in which the event 
was taking place” (81, emphasis original). This inability to witness to oneself was predicated on 
the traumatic collapse of “the human cognitive capacity to perceive and to assimilate the totality 
of what was really happening at the time” (84-85). For Laub, this is why the act of testimony, 
and the receiver of testimony, are so important in the context of Holocaust memory: often, “the 
listener (or the interviewer) becomes the Holocaust witness before the narrator does” (85, 
emphasis original). That is, it is often the listener who is first able to witness to the survivor’s 
experience in the fullness of the truth of its pain and trauma, sometimes beyond facticity. In a 
relation of address and response, the survivor may then incorporate the listener-witness into a 
renewed capacity for self-seeing, or being witness to oneself, and so may then “reclaim” her 




instead a “process of facing loss,” carried out intersubjectively in the co-creative act of testimony 
(91).  
 For Laub, part of the violence of the Holocaust was the shattering of one’s perception of 
self as subject. He writes:  
There was no longer an other to which one could say “Thou” in the hope of being heard, 
of being recognized as subject, of being answered. The historical reality of the Holocaust 
became, thus, a reality which extinguished philosophically the very possibility of address, 
the possibility of appealing, or of turning to, another. But when one cannot turn to a 
“you” one cannot say “thou” even to oneself. (82, emphasis mine)  
 
The importance of the name as address in the context of witnessing to the Holocaust is rendered 
even more cutting by the camp’s specific, dehumanizing tactic of un-naming: diminishing 
individuals in Auschwitz to tattooed numbers rather than names. The impossibility of saying the 
Buberian “thou” even to oneself, and the “extinguishing” of the very possibility of address, 
constitute a breakdown of witnessing in Oliver’s sense. As Oliver notes, citing Laub, “If the 
possibility of address is annihilated, then subjectivity is also annihilated” (17).  
 But is the return of/to subjectivity possible for the no-longer-living? Is the name 
necessarily removed from the economy of address, and its referent from address-ability, after 
death? In answer to the second question, rhetorician Michelle Ballif argues, following Derrida in 
Specters of Marx, that “the address to, with, from the dead other is always already the very 
condition of possibility for the address” (456). Like Ballif and Derrida, I begin from the 
assumption that we can continue to address the dead—and they can continue to address us. To 
return to the first question: the possibility of subjectivity after death is, to my understanding, not 
only unknown (although thinking hauntologically gives me my suspicions) but unknowable. We 




ability and response-ability. And so if I can imagine her address, and my response, and my 
address, and her response, even after her death, I am as close as I’ll ever be to an answer.  
 But the name is not only a form of address. In its iterative use as signifier, it is also far 
from inherently ethical. I can say “Minka” and be speaking about her rather than to her. I can use 
the name as a third-person referent rather than in direct relation. I and others can also specifically 
use the name unethically—to demand, to dominate, to dispossess. Even when the name is used to 
perform a witnessing address, to engage an-other’s addressability, it is still ghosted by lack. As a 
signifier, it is a Derridean trace, “not a presence but… rather the simulacrum of a presence that 
dislocates, displaces, and refers beyond itself” (“Différance” 24). Referring “beyond itself,” the 
name constitutes address as such: it reaches beyond language to the address-ability of the one 
being addressed. But the name-as-address may thus also displace that which it calls.  
 This kind of displacement troubles possibilities for performing writing as a witnessing 
practice. Metonymic writing secures the absence of its referents, Pollock argues (“Performing 
Writing” 83). In this case, I write to mark and undo Minka’s absence from the historical record. 
In undoing this absence I am also re-marking its presence, but differently. Absence now becomes 
a mark of her subjectivity. I have asked her to be present with me in the performance space of 
remembering. I have, in effect, tried to grab her hand to pull her both from the page and 
Benjamin’s “continuum of history,” but I cannot make her stay. To the extent that the name 
“refers beyond itself,” “Minka” displaces any claim to ownership of Minka: she begins to come 
and go as she pleases. She is there, on the other side of the dislocation and displacement enacted 
by the name-as-address as trace. My writing and naming effectively “secure” her absence. In 
that absence is also a paradoxical freedom from me, from the photographer, from Weiss, and 




 The more I speak her name, the more she slips beyond signification.21 And thus, through 
all of my efforts to locate and to address “Minka,” she becomes singular. It is this singularity that 
continues to compel me to memory. 
 What was once an ethics of attention is now an attention to Minka, who may not want to 
remain with me. Minka is a woman unto herself, and that self-possession demands that I proceed 
more carefully in my imaginative excurses from the dock across the water, from the dock to 
wherever else we might end up. My initial reading of Benjamin’s mandate for historical 
materialism led me to watch for the image of the past to “flit by.” But I extend my engagement 
with “On the Concept of History” here to argue for a reading that focuses somewhat less on 
revolutionary potential in the present and more on the intimacies of ethical engagement across 
past-present. For Benjamin, the task of historical materialism is not only to rescue the past from 
those who would misuse it in the present but to “brush history against the grain,” and so to 
depose narratives of progress that rely on an accretion of memory by the ruling classes (392). 
The historical materialist who recognizes the “constellation” of past and present has a 
“revolutionary chance in the fight for the oppressed past,” Benjamin writes (396). This 
revolutionary moment entails, as Benjamin argues, being “nourished by the image of enslaved 
ancestors” (394)—and, for me, more. This moment extends beyond its own revolutionary 
possibility to call for an ethical orientation that I understand as remembering myself to her: 
addressing myself to the historical woman with whom my reading of the Angel of History has 
become entangled, responding to her imagined address, and reconstituting my own subjectivity 
in the process of witnessing to hers. The resulting “revolution,” if it can be called that, is a small 
one—an everyday victory, charting a course for remembering beyond instrumentality.  
 




  The “present” performance space which found us together, rowing, becomes a gift which 
I offer to her in my address. Minka, if you need to get away for a while, let me know. In this 
space, I remember myself to her in acknowledgment of the fact that what makes the woman in 
the photograph singular is an echo of what makes each of us singular. As what Margalit calls 
“the last barrier from the abyss of oblivion” (25), naming the dead acknowledges this singularity, 
even in the face of our Barthesian “incapacity” to name that singularity. I remember myself to 
her as a promise that I will keep her from the “abyss of oblivion” through my continued acts of 
address. Minka, it’s me again.  
 Minka is a Polish diminutive for Wilhemina. But language plays, here. In biblical 
Hebrew, a minchah is a gift or an offering. I remember myself to her through my commemorative 
offerings. Pushing the ludic limits of language: I remember myself to her through the very use of 
the name “Minka” as I address to her a discursive offering in each repetition of the signifier. The 
name cannot close the gap between “Minka” and the woman in the boat; it cannot, in Benjamin’s 
words, “awaken the dead, and make whole what has been smashed.” What I am trying to do with 
the name is to line that gap with a linguistic offering—to offer the name and my writing as gifts 
that acknowledge her subjectivity and its unknowability.  
 This language-offering is multiplicitous, unsettled, playful. Written with care, with joy, 
with grief, with tenacity and abandon. Written and rewritten, unwritten when necessary. In this 
messiness, my writing—like a photograph—bears the imprint of its subject. Traced through the 
words, flattened between lines and wrapped around periods, mirthfully throwing dashes (too 
often, probably) and suggesting ellipses rather than periods (sometimes), is what Gordon would 
call Minka’s complex personhood (4). Complex personhood, for Gordon, acknowledges that “life 




from presuming that life and people’s lives are simultaneously straightforward and full of 
enormously subtle meaning” (4-5).22 It is this “enormously subtle meaning”—about which I 
know little to nothing—that ghosts the space between me and the woman in the photograph. 
Together, this “meaning” and my attempts at writing (about) it inhabit the space between the 
name as I say it and the woman called “Minka.” As insufficient as “Minka” is as a name, as 
much as it is only ever metonymic for a life, my practice here has been to write with it into an 
invocation of the rower’s human complexity. 
 Memorial contexts can deny or restrict the complex personhood of those whose names 
are listed. Sometimes there are simply too many names to respond to each person named. 
Holocaust memory, in particular, is rife with tension between the commemorative 
commonplaces of the “one” and the “six million.” The need to mark each life as singular 
entangles with the need to acknowledge that each singular life is one among many, many more 
(equally singular) lives. One result may be that the singularity of the person is displaced by the 
 
22 What follows is a fuller description of Gordon’s concept of “complex personhood”: “[E]ven 
those who live in the most dire circumstances possess a complex and oftentimes contradictory 
humanity and subjectivity that is never adequately glimpsed by viewing them as victims or, on 
the other hand, as superhuman agents… Complex personhood means that all people (albeit in 
specific forms whose specificity is sometimes everything) remember and forget, are beset by 
contradiction, and recognize and misrecognize themselves and others. Complex personhood 
means that people suffer graciously and selfishly too, get stuck in the symptoms of their troubles, 
and also transform themselves. Complex personhood means that even those called ‘Other’ are 
never never that. Complex personhood means that the stories people tell about themselves, about 
their troubles, about their social worlds, about their society’s problems are entangled and weave 
between what is immediately available as a story and what their imaginations are reaching 
toward. Complex personhood means that people get tired and some are just plain lazy. Complex 
personhood means that groups of people will act together, that they will vehemently disagree 
with and sometimes harm each other, and that they will do both at the same time and expect the 
rest of us to figure it out for ourselves, intervening and withdrawing as the situation requires. 
Complex personhood means that even those who haunt our dominant institutions and their 
systems of value are haunted too by things they sometimes have names for and sometimes do 




person’s status as victim. Even in the Foreword to The Last Album, Leon Wieseltier risks 
overriding the “faces” and “hearts” he hails with the terror of their subjection: “the evil in these 
photographs we must supply, by summoning the dreadful knowledge that we possess about what 
was done to the Jews in Auschwitz and taking it back from the statistics and the methodologies 
and the generalizations, and attaching it to these faces, to these hearts” (14).  
 In this case, my dedication to Minka is a dedication not to her victimization but to her 
“complex personhood.” “We adhere these families to their fate,” Wieseltier writes. I disagree. 
Fate suggests Benjamin’s “storm of progress,” a teleology that bows to the inevitable. Nothing 
about Auschwitz was inevitable. Nothing about the Nazi occupation of Poland was “fate,” nor 
was Allied inaction and xenophobic refugee policies, nor ghettoization, cattle cars, selections, 
forced labor, gas chambers. But they conspire to create a sense of “fate,” as Wieseltier points out, 
underscoring the “victimhood” of those killed by the Nazis. I won’t participate, even as I won’t 
deny her this history. This complexity—and her complexity—are part of what inhabits the space 
of displacement, ghosting every use of the name with an insistence that “Minka” is not identical 
with that which it signifies, and neither is it identical with “victim.” But even Gordon’s fairly 
comprehensive concept is only metonymic shorthand for something much larger than itself. 
Complex personhood is a term that names something important about the ways that those who 
have been victimized are never only victims, but as a form of naming, as—in effect—a name for 
a particular kind of subjectivity, “complex personhood” cannot stitch up its own excesses. 
Between the name “complex personhood” and all that inhabits the gap between signifier and its 
signified is another gap—the gap between the definition of “complex personhood” and the 




 In the gaps, in all the spaces of displacement created by or marked in my writing, I leave 
my offering. To Minka:  
 An offering: I build a shrine of text: my text, other texts, her photographic text. I sit 
amongst dog-ears and underlines, penciled notes and a dozen books on the sofa, spines bent back 
to hold a page. I follow them this way and that. Toss me those sticky notes, I say, distractedly, to 
her photograph. A moment passes; I reach and get them myself.  “Every passion borders on the 
chaotic, but a collector’s passion borders on the chaos of memories,” Benjamin writes in 
“Unpacking My Library” (486). I owe her this: Ritual. Chaos. My reading, my writing. 
 An offering: I want to warn her about what’s ahead, but Benjamin’s storm is already 
blowing. The archives at the Memorial and Museum Auschwitz-Birkenau include, among other 
documents and material artifacts—shoes, pots and pans, death certificates, hair—thousands of 
photographs. There are SS photographs taken during the deportation of the Hungarian Jewish 
communities; period photographs of the grounds; photographic negatives from prisoner 
mugshots, taken upon arrival to Auschwitz I; and the pre-war photographs brought to Birkenau 
from the Będzin and Sosnowiec ghettos (Bartyzel and Sawicki 69-71). Weiss curated her album 
from these pre-war photographs. What can we learn from documents—texts and traces, 
photographs—that have been archived twice over: in different places, in different material forms, 
by different people, for different purposes? The Auschwitz archive is part of the Memorial and 
Museum’s work to “[preserve] the authenticity of the Memorial” (77). Weiss’s Album re-
archives the pre-war images, seeking what I would call performative rather than constative truth. 
Weiss cautions in her introduction that the book “is true, even if some of the facts are not”; this is 
how memory works, especially in the face of trauma, and Weiss writes that she has “chosen to 




third archival option? Is reprinting a single photograph in the midst of a text about it and for it, 
about her and for her, curating a new archive?  
 An offering: To the extent that I’ve created a new archive, it seems that the photograph 
would need accompanying, pointed, explanatory text. But this archive is not only about her. It is 
mostly—and most importantly, now—created with and for her. A conventional caption could 
limit the photograph to my informational command. What it needs, instead, is an inscriptive 
address. To Minka: Returning that which is yours. With love, E.  
Minka ______ 
 My commitment to address, to her address-ability and my responsibility to witness to her 
through address, was complicated in December 2018 when I received a phone call from Ann 
Weiss. Ann tells me that she has been in touch with an eighty-eight-year-old woman who 
recognized the photograph of the rower. The woman in the photograph was her aunt, she said, 
and she gave the rower, gave Minka, back the rest of her name. The woman told Ann that her 
aunt left Europe with members of her immediate family and emigrated to Africa before the war. 
While the details are foggy, this Minka eventually lived in Johannesburg. If the identification is 
correct, the woman in the photograph was never in Auschwitz. 
 I know the rest of her name, but I am not going to write it here. It is a decision in keeping 
with the provisional ethics I have so far outlined, which is attuned to the woman in the 
photograph. I have known her name for more than a year, now, and I am writing this short 
section of the dissertation almost last of all, inserting it at the last minute, because to not say her 
name was not my immediate inclination. My compulsion to know more returned when I learned 




for more because the more I found, the further I moved away from her—the woman, rowing; 
Minka, whom I met and spoke to on the water. 
 I stopped, too, because my archival impulse was overcome by a sudden shyness. The 
source of my discomfort, I gather, is that the woman on the other end of Weiss’s identification 
did not die in the Holocaust. I force myself to sit with this discomfort, asking, If I had learned 
Minka’s full name, and learned that she died in Auschwitz, would I have felt the same hesitation 
about printing her name? Any answer I give to this question will be speculative, but I sense that 
my response is no. I would not have been able to resist her re-emplacement in this historical 
narrative, the master narrative of Auschwitz.  
 Her removal from the metonymic pull of Auschwitz is, even now, a Benjaminian rupture. 
The commemorative imperative of the camp is so strong that I felt compelled, at first, to name 
the “Minka” who was only ever there as a photograph just to note that she wasn’t there after 
all—in this one place, out of millions of other places where she might have been in 1943. There 
was even a moment when I wondered whether my time had been “wasted,” as if her memorial 
value were bestowed by Auschwitz. It was as if I needed to salvage her memory in relation to 
Auschwitz. But I will not print her name. There is no reveal. Just an ordinary woman who has an 
overriding right to be left to rest in peace, even as I write about an old photograph of her. Would 
a similar claim be possible had she died in Auschwitz? What is at stake, either way? That is, if 
Minka had died in Auschwitz, would the circumstances of her death have overruled the question 
of her privacy? If Minka had died in Auschwitz, would her name ever be more than a metonym 
for “victim,” despite all my writing about “complex personhood”? What are the consequences of 




Most importantly: Is there a line between remembering the dead and rendering them available 
for public consumption? 
 These questions are not settled. Another critic may, under similar circumstances, have 
learned Minka’s full name and decided that the most ethical course of action would be to print it, 
to bring it back into circulation along with her photograph. After all, on the flip side of my 
question about the assumed publicity of those who die under violent circumstances is a question 
about the “worthiness” of those who live and die under ordinary circumstances to be 
remembered. My (perhaps implicit) answer to this question is the existence of this text. I am 
remembering her. I have never stopped remembering her, and I now rejoice in her Barthesian 
“anterior future” rather than observing it with “horror” (96). But I cannot put her in print, contain 
her discursively and finally to the page, given my commitment to writing to and for Minka. This 
work is an offering, not an exposition. In it, I value the tentative witnessing relationship to which 
I have committed myself—one predicated on our mutual address-ability and response-ability—
more than the normative expectation that the work of the scholar is to learn facts and then tell 
those facts to others. The telling of facts is not inherently ethical. I also care about her too much 
to operationalize this refusal to print her name, to hold it up as a “twist” in the narrative. I am not 
printing her name for the very anticlimactic, very human reason that to do so does not feel right.  
 I trust that my choice not to print her name will become clearer as I continue to explore 
this provisional ethics of remembering in the following chapters. I continue to wrestle with the 
question of the line between remembering the dead and rendering them available for public 
consumption in the following chapter, where I discuss the violence that inheres in names 
bestowed on newly-arrived African slaves by their American enslavers. In that case, I write these 




start archival. Minka’s name is the only place in this project where I am forced to face the 
prospect of being the first person to attach, in anticipation of circulation, her full name to this 
archived trace. To my knowledge, she is not published elsewhere in relation to this photograph, 
and she cannot tell me what she would think about being published here. Maybe she would be 
thrilled. Or maybe she would be devastated, reluctant to think about how it was her photograph 
found its way to a Nazi death camp a lifetime ago. Maybe she would object to something as silly 
as the photograph itself, deciding after the passage of eighty years that she doesn’t like that 
jacket, after all, or that it really was ridiculous to be out on the water in pearls. Maybe printing 
her name here would feel like a falsified finale to an otherwise rich life, one she would prefer to 
have defined otherwise. Who am I to say?  
 In the end, the additional signifier of a family name does not make Minka more 
knowable. The name, in any of its instantiations, is not a discursive end but a memorial 
beginning, carrying with it so much that cannot and will not be “named.” In this case, learning 
Minka’s full name changed, again, the possibilities for my remembering. The name takes hold, 
prising open the performance space through which she and I row together, address and respond 
to one another. I feel memory’s performative scope widen around one constative question that I 
cannot shake (and cannot answer): Who carried this photograph to Auschwitz?  
A Woman Becomes Her Photograph  
 I realized after speaking with Ann in December 2018 that while I had been careful to 
qualify my writing about Minka by saying that I did not know what happened to her during the 
war, I was operating under an enthymematic assumption: this photograph depicts a woman; the 
photograph was found in Auschwitz; the woman, too, was in Auschwitz. All along, Minka had 




from history’s “continuum,” I worried about her, about the future into which the “storm of 
progress” would propel her. I knew what that future looked like—or so I thought—because the 
photograph was found in Auschwitz. I can justify my reasoning any number of ways: Auschwitz 
was the largest Nazi concentration camp; most Jewish Poles living in the Będzin and Sosnowiec 
ghettos were sent to Auschwitz, not just in August 1943 but also in earlier transports; Auschwitz 
has become metonymic for the Holocaust; what are the odds she wasn’t sent to Auschwitz, 
where 1.1 million people were murdered, when her photograph was found in Auschwitz? Who 
could even dare to hope? 
 Now, I am “seizing” the revolutionary moment. I have thrown on Benjamin’s 
“emergency brake.” Everything comes to a halt. I have been taken by surprise. It is possible—
even likely—that Minka, the rower in Auschwitz, may be otherwise.23 What does this mean, for 
my remembering, beyond discomfort with printing her name and a firmer hold on memorial 
possibilities, a hold braced against the centripetal pull of Auschwitz-as-narrative?   
 Minka has broken the frame. This has happened before: the punctum of the rower’s hands 
first allowed me to “blast” her from the normative historical frame of the Holocaust, to 
remember her to me, if only briefly. Her “complex personhood,” the subjectivity that I imagined 
for her as I remembered myself to her through the address of her name, gestured to an 
unknowability that exceeds the frame of memory. This time the cracks appear on their own. My 
job is to (re)enact the rupture, to put Minka in writing outside of the totalizing frame of the death 
camp and outside the frame of my own memorial assumptions. 
 
23 I say “may” here because I have not confirmed, beyond a doubt, that the identification 
provided by Minka’s aunt is correct. In the context of the possibilities for remembering 
engendered by this identification—by the possibility of this identification—the veracity of the 
claim is less important than the fact of the claim. Like Weiss in The Last Album, I rely on the 




 I think here of Laub’s recollection of interviewing a survivor who testifies about the 
Sonderkommando revolt in Auschwitz. The woman describes “‘four chimneys going up in 
flames, exploding’” (“Bearing Witness” 59). When Laub later shows this taped testimony at a 
conference, historians push back, claiming that the testimony is “not accurate” because in reality, 
the revolt only destroyed one chimney. The survivor could not have seen four chimneys in 
flames. Laub responds as follows:  
“The woman was testifying… not to the number of the chimneys blown up, but to 
something else, more radical, more crucial: the reality of an unimaginable occurrence. 
One chimney blown up in Auschwitz was as incredible as four. The number mattered less 
than the fact of the occurrence. The event itself was almost inconceivable. The woman 
testified to an event that broke the all compelling frame of Auschwitz, where Jewish 
armed revolts just did not happen, and had no place. She testified to the breakage of a 
framework.” (60, emphasis mine)  
 
Similarly, in the case of the woman in the photograph it is the “breaking of the frame” that 
matters. This rupture, as it relates to Holocaust memory, is two-fold: first, I am met with what 
Eve Kosofsky Sedgwick would call the good surprise (in the world of the reparative reader, this 
is the corollary to terrible surprises) that a woman named Minka was able to leave Europe 
before the war, that she never set foot in Auschwitz as did so many other Jewish women. Second, 
the very possibility that the Minka in the photographs is the same Minka who emigrated to 
Africa before the war “breaks the frame” of my memorial work—shatters it so as to make room 
for a more complex consideration of who and what this material artifact invites me to remember.  
 If my remembering were to be represented as an equation, it was at first a simple one: I 
sought to perform memory for the woman in the photograph, a unidirectional flow of care and 
commitment. Now, Minka is one piece of what is no longer a simple equation but a web. I begin 
to identify its threads via Olin’s concept of “tactile looking,” which she describes as “more act 




literally: I look now at the photograph and think about touch. Olin describes the way in which the 
concept of “touch” has been collapsed into the theoretical idea of the “index,” effectively 
“disembod[ying] the concept” of the index (10). I am interested here in returning touch to the 
photograph-as-index by expanding the indexicality of the photograph from its referent to another 
sense of the trace that animates the image as material artifact. That is, I am concerned now with 
the histories of touch that have accreted with and in relation to this photograph.   
 In the context of memorializing the Holocaust, pre-war photographs typically circulate as 
commemorative objects that index the lives and deaths of their referents.24 In the United States 
Holocaust Memorial Museum, for example, Yaffa Eliach’s “Tower of Faces” holds pre-war 
photographs documenting the daily lives, joys, celebrations of more than 90% of her Lithuanian 
town’s Jewish population. Out of 4,000 people, twenty-nine survived the war (Crocker). In the 
case of these pre-war images, what we know to be true is that there once was a time when the 
person depicted stood in front of a camera (Barthes’s “that-has-been”). These photographs have 
an indexical quality in that they “represent [their] objects through contact” (Olin 10); the 
referent’s trace is present in the photograph, written in chemical and light. In the case of Minka’s 
photograph, I now sense more than one trace: there is the person who stood in front of the 
camera, but the photograph is also traced through with the now-absent presence of the people 
who once held it. The photograph’s affective power resides not only in its depicted image but 
also in its very materiality, in its status as memorial object even before its presence in Auschwitz.   
 
24 As Hirsch puts it in Family Frames, reading Sontag, “The Holocaust photograph is uniquely 
able to bring out this particular capacity of photographs to hover between life and death, to 
capture only that which no longer exists, to suggest both the desire and the necessity and, at the 




 In the case of Minka, I have a pre-war photograph whose fate diverged widely from that 
of its referent, and in this space of divergence I begin to imagine all those others who handled the 
photograph. The hands that I found so affecting in the photograph now shift to hands on the 
photograph: first, to those who traveled to Auschwitz with the photograph in hand. In reality, 
that the woman, rowing, did not carry her own photograph to Auschwitz was always a 
possibility, even a likelihood—one that was simply thrown into relief by the “broken frame” of 
her full identification. If I were to carry an album, an envelope, a suitcase of photographs with 
me during a forced relocation, chances are that you would see many individuals who are not me 
in those photographs: my partner, my parents, my sister, my friends. As Wieseltier asserts, these 
photographs “were brought to Auschwitz because they represented what the martyr wished to 
remember” (15). Weiss echoes this sentiment in relation to the individuals who carried the 
photographs to the camp: “These are the very photos they chose for their own remembering” 
(21). 
 Who, then, carried Minka’s photographs to Auschwitz? Remembering Minka has been, 
from the start, a difficult task. I had no name, and then I had only a first name, and finally a full 
name that yielded ethical discomfort rather than finality. But when I looked at the photograph, at 
least, I had something to go on: an image, and then a signifier. How do you imagine something—
someone—out of nothing? Out of an imagined, seventy-five-year-old fingerprint on the original 
of a photograph of which you have only ever seen copies? What ghosts this photograph now, for 
me, is not desire to settle Minka’s identity but rather the missing link. Minka may or may not 
have been in Auschwitz, but whoever carried her photograph certainly was. The photograph as 
material artifact displaces its subject, takes on a life of its own. It may have witnessed someone 




commemorating both the woman who stood in front of the camera and the person or people who 
remembered that woman.   
 My imagination stretches further. I see myself, seeing the unnamed person who looks at 
the photograph in 1943. This person is not me—just as they carry photographs of people who are 
not them. But this is how performance works: they are also not not me as we both look at 
Minka’s photograph, as I have remembered myself to her and they have remembered her to 
themselves by carrying her photograph with them.25 And this photograph of Minka, carried by 
someone who remembers her, becomes in a literal sense not not them, not not the rememberer 
through the index of touch—a smudged fingerprint perhaps the only historical remainder or 
reminder of their deportation to Auschwitz, a material trace ghosting other infinitely complex 
personhoods. 
 As I perform remembering, with remembering being what Schechner calls a “restored 
behavior,” undertaken “never for the first time,” I see myself as if I am the person who first 
loved this photograph (Between Theater and Anthropology 36-37). When I first encountered the 
photograph of the rower, I was held in place because I had an embodied affinity for the woman 
in the image. Now, I have developed a different embodied affinity as I imagine the company of 
individuals who have looked at and held this photograph, including (especially) those in whose 
possession it may have been before the war. My attention is trained back to the concept of touch, 
to those holding not oars but the photograph itself. In their absence, I imagine myself in place of 
those others. As I perform remembering, I also perform as the ones who remembered this 
woman to and through her photograph. “These are the very photos they chose for their own 
 
25 In From Ritual to Theatre, Turner describes Schechner’s “fondness” for “quoting the child 
psychologist [Donald] Winnecott’s formulation, ‘from me to not-me to not-not-me’” in relation 




remembering,” Weiss says, and I remember that remembering. In this act of commemoration—
remembering together, as Edward Casey reminds us (35)—I co-perform memory with these 
unknown others.  
 This remembering-together reaches beyond the animation of a body—the body of Minka, 
the woman rowing, and even my body in relation to hers—to a networking of the self with/to the 
other. In the introduction to Touching Photographs, Olin offers: “Touch puts people in contact 
with photographs; but as photographs pass from hand to hand they establish and maintain 
relationships between people—or try to” (1). I imagine the web of relationships built by this 
photograph.26 First, there is the young woman in the boat. I imagine what happens after the 
photograph. She laughs as she tries to get out of the boat without rocking it too much. The 
photographer reaches out and grabs her hand, helps her up, steadies her, maybe. I can guess, 
now, from archival work that I will get to in just a minute, that this photograph was taken on 
September 19, 1931. It would be another eight years before the Nazis invaded Poland; another 
twelve before the photograph and its owner(s) were deported to Auschwitz. So the after of the 
photograph also includes these intervening years, during some of which Minka was perhaps 
already gone, no longer in Poland with her friends. But even in her absence, her likeness may 
have passed through many sets of hands. Eventually, at after’s temporal limit, the photograph 
was carried—packed away with careful hands—to Auschwitz in 1943.  
 
26 See, for example, Hirsch, in Family Frames: “It is my argument that the family is in itself 
traversed and constituted by a series of ‘familial’ looks that place different individuals into 
familial relation within a field of vision. When I visually engage with others familially, when I 
look through my family’s albums, I enter a network of looks that dictate affiliative feelings, 
positive or negative feelings of recognition that can span miles and generations: I ‘recognize’ my 
great-grandmother because I am told that she is an ancestor, not because she is otherwise in any 
way similar or identifiable to me. It is the context of the album that creates the relationship, not 
necessarily any preexistent sign. And when I look at her picture, I feel as though she also 




 I remember alongside the trace presence of all these others who have held the 
photograph. From the person who grabbed Minka’s hand as she stepped out of the boat (the 
woman in the image becoming in this instance what Kracauer might call a photographic 
woman)27 to the person who carried the photograph to Auschwitz to the person who saved it 
from destruction to the museum archivists and preservationists to everyone who has read The 
Last Album. The repetition of remembering in which I engage—touching, seeing, the photograph 
(albeit in my case a copy of the original)—is the repetition of performativity, a citation of other 
moments of touch.28 To be one who remembers is, then, in part an emplacement in an active 
course of the “doing” of memory conditioned by the photograph. 
 I return from the photograph to its subject, backward across the displacement. While I 
can’t be certain, I imagine that the original gaze animating the photograph was a reciprocal one: 
whoever remembered Minka in/to this photograph was likely remembered by Minka. Memory 
flows, now, through the web of relations, no longer a unidirectional show of attention, from me 
to a photograph, but memory as citation, a repetition of witness and care that issues from me, 
from Minka, from the owner of the photograph, from countless others I do not know and can 
only imagine.  
A Woman Becomes Her Photographs, or Archive Fever in the United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum   
 When I recognized the rower as the Angel of History, she taught me how to watch the 
past with vigilance, how to explode the “continuum of history,” how to write in and for the 
 
27 Siegfried Kracauer, in “Photography”: “For the world itself has taken on a ‘photographic 
face’; it can be photographed because it strives to be completely reducible to the spatial 
continuum that yields to snapshots” (433).   
 




present, now, as I remember her. I have practiced what Phelan would call an “additive and 
associative” writing—a metonymic writing (150). I let each instantiation of the rower stand; I 
have written through each relationship I have had to this woman through a growing list of 
signifiers. Later discoveries sometimes displace earlier modes of remembrance, sometimes add 
depth. All along the way, the woman at the center of it—rower, Minka, Minka ______, in all her 
complex and unknowable subjectivity—is noticeably absent. Her absence is the order of things.  
 But the archive is also the order of things, and for all my Benjaminian thinking about 
rupture that order is difficult to escape. I find myself acquiescing to the photograph as archived, 
as archival trace, bowing to the archive as “this place from which order is given,” when I travel 
to the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in June 2019 in search of their photographic 
records (Derrida, “Archive Fever” 9, emphasis original). They will not have the original 
photograph, I know, but as an official institution with both digitized and physical copies of the 
photographs from the deportation of the Będzin and Sosnowiec ghettos, I am getting closer to 
that origin—closer to touching something real. I am “en mal d’archive: in need of archives” 
(Derrida 57). I need to be in the presence of this archival trace, the photograph that I now 
imagine as the center of a whole network of human relations. Or at least its official American 
simulacrum. I have already been to Ann Weiss’s home at this point to see her copies of the 
photographs from The Last Album, and I need to see this copy, too, to chart the photograph’s 
movement through a web of Olin’s “tactile looking,” which, appropriately “produces more than 
it understands” (3).  
 The archivist helps me to run a digital search for “Minka” within the parameters of the 
photographs in the Auschwitz collection. There she is. Again. And again. And again. And again. 




 She is an album unto herself. Minka, frozen in time as a young woman. Beyond the two 
photographs that made their way into Weiss’s text, here she is on the street in Warsaw with two 
friends. Here she is wearing the same bold, polka-dotted top from the second photograph on page 
seventy-eight, sitting in the grass with a whole different group of friends. Here she is in the 
winter, in a coat and gloves as she and a female friend stand near the water. Here she is in what 
looks to be the same coat, with a different friend. Here she is in a close-up with a man, the back 
inscribed: “On the occasion of admission to the postgraduate exam.” His or hers? Here they are 
again. His name may be Dawid.  
 Here she is in Warsaw again with friends or maybe family, in 1933, wearing her pearl 
necklace, a stylish clutch in her hands. Here’s that same group again, from a different angle, one 
side of the photograph overexposed. But it’s a necessary addition to an album: the other two 
women had their eyes closed in the first picture. Minka, of course, is perfectly posed in both. 
Here she is in winter again, posed alone this time, her dark coat boasting a large fur collar.  
 She is posed with friends, holding garden tools.  
 Standing by the water with a friend in Paderewski Park, Warsaw, summer 1932.  
 On a bench with two friends, her legs crossed. She wears nylon stockings.  
 With the Warsaw group from the two prior photos, a third angle. This time Minka is only 
half-visible on the left side of the frame. (This group has not yet managed to take the perfect 
photograph. Did they ever?)  
 She sits on the grass with a friend—perhaps one I have seen before? I have lost track.  
 She stands by a lake in high heeled shoes. Is this also where she rows? Is all of this water 
she poses in and by the same water?  




 In three studio portraits—two alone, one with another woman—wearing what looks like 
the same outfit she has on in the boat. Two of the three are inscribed with a date: September 19, 
1931.  
 It is likely, I think now, that the photograph of her taken on the water was taken the same 
day. It is likely, I think now, that the photograph on the water was posed. Perhaps she got in the 
boat, had the photo taken, and got right back out.  
 The photographs provide me with no clue as to who carried them to Auschwitz. They 
only deepen the mystery. On the back of one photograph, of a large group around a dinner table, 
is inscribed, in part, “For nice Miss Minka, as a token of memory.” This photograph was once in 
Minka’s possession. But another photograph—a portrait of Minka—is inscribed from Minka to 
“dear Dolly.” There is another photograph, taken on New Year’s Eve of nine young couples 
dressed up for a party, that the USHMM’s copy indicates was sent to Minka. The inscription 
suggests a private conversation or joke, indecipherable to me except for the fact that it is 
obviously addressed to Minka. Did she send this photograph, and the one of the group around the 
dinner table, to Dolly? Is Dolly the final link? I have more questions than answers, again, but 
one growing certainty: If Minka was never in Auschwitz, whoever brought all of these 
photographs of her to the camp must have cared about her a great deal.  
 
 I am looking for a particular photograph, even as I am stunned by her repeated 
photographic presence. The repetition becomes something of a frenzy, photograph after 
photograph after photograph all leading up to that photograph, I think. Closer and closer, saving 




 What will it mean, to see it here with all of these other instantiations of Minka? Will her 
hand still grip the oar the same way? Will she have changed, somehow, taken on the depth of life 
that a varied photographic collection suggests—a depth that eludes one woman, in a boat, alone?  
 I have started on the computer, copying down reference numbers. While many of the 
images are digitized, some are only available in print form. The reference numbers tell the 
archivists which albums to pull from their collection. I find the description of the photograph I 
am looking for: “Minka (last name unknown) in a row boat.” The image is not digitized. Of 
course. She is deferred, just a little longer. I copy its W/S number: 53735. My expectation builds. 
The archivist pulls the correct binder, and I begin to flip through. I find 53735. Here is the 
caption: Minka (last name unknown) in a row boat. And oh! There!  
 …is the wrong photograph. There is no boat, no one rowing. Minka is not even in this 
picture. Of all the photographs I studied, and all of the descriptions I read, this is the only 
obvious mismatch. It is unclear why the photograph is missing, or where it might be, or how 
another was filed in its place. The photograph I am looking for has been misplaced. Displaced.  
 Of course she is not there, in the archive. She has been carried off by the motion of the 
boat. She was here, with me. She comes and goes as she pleases: The true image of the past flits 
by.29 I reach out my hand for her, but she has broken through the frame.    
  
 








CHAPTER THREE: BENCH 
 
Why write, if not in the name of an impossible speech? At the beginning of writing, there is loss.  
 
—Michel de Certeau, The Practice of Everyday Life (194-195)  
 
Repeat (verb): To do or say or perform or experience again 30  
 I start with slavery, with white supremacy. I start with Sandra Bland. I start by looking 
for ghosts. I start with my university’s decision, just last week (at the time of this writing), to 
relinquish its Confederate statue to the Sons of Confederate Veterans—and give them $2.5 
million to preserve it. I start with a book. I start with a bench. It’s been two years since I started 
writing, and I have started again and again.  
 In 1756 a ten-year-old African girl was stolen from her home, forced onto a slave ship 
voyage bound for the American colonies, and sold to a rice planter in Charleston. When she 
landed in South Carolina she was named Priscilla, but Priscilla was not this child’s name. I do 
not know her name. So what should I call her?  
 Start again.  
 In 2015 a twenty-eight-year-old Black woman was arrested for failing to signal a lane 
change in Texas. She died three days later, under mysterious circumstances, in the Waller 
County Jail. Her name was Sandra Bland, and the activist demand rendered in the wake of her 
death was that we say it: say her name, Sandra Bland. Four years later, in 2019, CNN political 
writer Brandon Tensley writes a film review in which he notes “how black Americans dance 
 




between being an individual and becoming a symbol.” “Think,” he says, “of the ever-growing 
list of black names-turned-social media hashtags and how it’s created a stomach-churning 
pantheon of the gratuitously dead.”   
 Again.  
 In 1619 an African woman was stolen from her home, then stolen from the Portuguese 
ship that carried her across the Atlantic before landing in a new settlement at Jamestown. She is 
the first documented African woman in the English—to-become-American—colonies. The 
Portuguese called her Angelo, and so the archive that names her as the first African woman in 
the Americas calls her Angelo—but Angelo was not her name.  
 Again.  
 In 1761 another African girl was stolen from her family and put on a slave ship called the 
Phillis. When she landed in the American colonies, she was given the name of her ship, and the 
name of her new enslavers, and became Phillis Wheatley. She was taught to read and write 
English and became the first published African American poet. Despite her extant works, her 
own archival record, I do not know what she was called before she was named after a slave ship.  
 In 1987 Toni Morrison published a novel about the ghost of a murdered child who is 
known to readers—and to the ghost herself—not by her name but by the discursive claim of a 
mother who would rather see her daughter dead than enslaved: Beloved. In 2017 I followed 
Morrison and went looking for ghosts of my own, to a bench in South Carolina. There, from the 
perspective of a cultural moment in which proper names are gathered and inscribed to mark the 
present absence of the dead, I tried to wrap my mind around the pervasive anonymity that is the 
legacy of American chattel slavery.  





 This chapter is about the vexed relationship between archived/archival names and the 
dignity of personhood in the context of slavery and what Hartman calls the afterlife of slavery. It 
is about searching for specificity in a historical record that kept few names, and grappling with 
the ethical implications of archival remembering when the archive that does exist consists of 
ship’s logs and bills of sale—a record of worlds shattering, people becoming property. I start 
with names that do not do justice to their referents, or names that have overcome their referents, 
names that rename and un-name in problematic ways. Each of my failed starts begins to 
delineate a project of memory that originates with a signifier, with locating for the reader, 
through discourse, memory’s subject—the name’s signified. Priscilla. Sandra Bland. Angelo. 
Phillis. Beloved. What happens when that origin can’t be trusted, when the signifier that knits 
together a scene of memory comes unraveled? When the name itself is dehumanizing, or 
overcome by the danger of turning a woman into a symbol, where should I start? 
Before I Start  
 
 Trying to write about the dead when the only available signifiers are inadequate, even 
violent, gestures toward unspeakability, or the discursive habit of not speaking or writing 
because something is so horrible as to be deemed beyond our capacity for language. 
Accordingly, unspeakability is a critical shorthand for the difficulty of grappling with human 
depravation. As literary scholar Naomi Mandel notes, white critics writing about Morrison’s 
Beloved and its memorialization of the enslaved often cite the unspeakability of the text’s subject 
as a “morally and ethically efficacious gesture” (607). To name the trouble unspeakable is to 
conclude before I even begin. But, as Mandel argues—correctly, I think—with relation to critical 




Any account of horror [such as Beloved] reflects the problematic choice of language over 
silence. Stressing the limits of language, evoking the unspeakable, safeguards that 
account from accountability, resurrecting the initial silences that needed to be broken. 
Silence is not an acceptable response to a history of atrocity, but neither is reiterating the 
paradoxes of language and silence, the unspeakable and speech, narrative and trauma, 
rememory and forgetting—these paradoxes merely maintain an uneasy equilibrium 
between two uncomfortable choices while denying the problematic implications of 
either… Stressing the novel’s and its subject’s limits to language is not an ethical gesture 
of respect to the victims and their suffering—as Beloved’s critics would have it—but 
rather, I argue, a retreat to a privileged space of silence that effectively elides the 
inevitable complicity that language, action, and a history of atrocity forces upon us all. 
(608)  
 
Mandel argues that choosing to reflect on the limits and inadequacy of language is a privileged 
position that allows the critic to abdicate responsibility—responsibility to the subject and a 
responsibility to reflect on their own imbrication in systems of power. “Silence is not an 
acceptable response to a history of atrocity,” she writes, and neither is circumventing speech by 
using it to theorize atrocity as unspeakable. When we respond to silences that “need to be 
broken,” our use of language is always already complicit. This does not mean that we should 
choose to remain silent; rather, we must both answer the compulsion to speak and understand 
that the “inevitable complicity” of language “cannot be forgotten, silenced, or effaced”—and 
face it (609).  
 And so I know that it is imperative that I start somewhere. In her 1993 Nobel Lecture, 
Morrison (re)tells the story of a group of young people who approach an old, blind woman and 
ask her if a bird they are holding is dead or alive. The woman replies that she does not know, but 
that the bird is in their hands—they bear responsibility for the answer. Morrison equates the bird 
to language, to our responsibility to and for language. But the young people are not chastened; 
rather, they turn to the woman and deny that they alone hold language in their hands: “Make up a 




acknowledge that language is never enough, telling her, “We know you can never do it 
properly—once and for all. Passion is never enough; neither is skill. But try.”  
 I start with now, which today means December 2019. The first time I started this chapter 
it was the fall of 2017. In the absence of an easy link between a proper name and its referent I try 
naming a moment instead—now—and then watch the link between the moment and its name 
come undone. The now of this writing, with its starts and stops, starts and re-starts, is so 
multiplicitous that now borders on an empty signifier. I wrote and (re)wrote what has become the 
text that follows over the course of two years, over what became five distinct temporal moments. 
Throughout the text, I mark the development of my thinking, my understanding, by emplacing it 
in time. 31 Now I know, now I understand, I realize now. Many of these nows are now past, even 
as I write (now), and certainly in the moment of reading, but I let them stand. They mark the 
repetition of the act of writing, the extent to which writing itself is epistemic. That is, they mark 
the extent to which writing not only reports that which we come to know but is also itself an act 
generative of new knowledge, new understandings.  
 I struggle with the start because each time I return to write (return to writing, in all of its 
generativity), what I wrote last time seems inadequate to the enormity of the subject matter, to 
the founding violence of the United States and that violence’s powerful, continued 
reverberations. I also struggle with the start because when it’s available, the name is the most 
natural place to start. In each of my failed starts the name is quickly unsettled, and I am left 
grasping for a signifier to mark the subject of memory. In the end—at least as the end is now—
the epistemological value of repetition has become part of the point, an argument for writing, 
again, in the face of writing’s failure and my continued search for an adequate signifier. I take 
 




my mandate from Morrison, from the young people she wrote: We know you can never do it 
properly—once and for all… But try.  
 Each time I began, again, I was concerned with smoothing edges, with making the new fit 
the old and erasing their temporal distance. I wanted to produce something written, wanted to be 
left with writing—the gerund, not the verb. The verb is messy, full of loose threads and future 
(re)considerations. It is paradoxical, now, as I think about it: I was concerned with knitting up a 
narrative whose very subject matter was the unraveling of the name of a ghost, names ghosted by 
violent histories, and projects of remembering whose ethical purchase (I now know) resides in 
the hope of repetition. Everything written is provisional—always already haunted by what it 
could be, if the writing continued. I claim here unfinishedness as a productive foil to 
unspeakability. 
 In the end, now, I understand that the edges are rough because repetition and its inherent 
creation of difference(s) have been central to the task of writing.32 This writing demands the 
repetition of revision and trying again, ad infinitum, because the system of signs at its center—
the names I have to refer to the always-displaced women and girls I remember—is unsettled at 
best and an active undoing of memory as an ethical project at worst. I began by asking, When the 
name itself is dehumanizing, or overcome by the danger of turning a woman into a symbol, 
where should I start? In Regarding the Pain of Others, Sontag argues that to remember is, in 
itself, an ethical act, “has ethical value in and of itself” (115). Is remembering always ethical? I 
find myself troubled by her claim. 33 Perhaps it is better to remember the child sold to the rice 
 
32 “Iterability,” as Derrida notes in “Signature Event Context,” “links repetition to alterity” (315).  
 
33 Sontag qualifies her assertion by arguing that in the long run, “To make peace is to forget. To 
reconcile, it is necessary that memory be faulty and limited” (115). But this does not negate her 




planter in Charleston as “Priscilla” than it is to not remember her at all, but this relativism does 
not, for me, make that memory ethical. In this troubled signifying space, the “attention to” that I 
staked on the name-as-address in remembering Minka seeks—and fails—to settle into language. 
This failure, Hartman writes, is to be expected. This chapter’s epigraph cites Michel de Certeau: 
Why write, if not in the name of an impossible speech? Now, Hartman tells us what happens 
when we undertake such a task: “The task of writing the impossible… has as its prerequisites the 
embrace of likely failure and the readiness to accept the ongoing, unfinished and provisional 
character of this effort, particularly when the arrangements of power occlude the very object that 
we desire to rescue” (“Venus in Two Acts” 14, emphasis mine). In contrast to the finality of 
unspeakability, for each of my “failed starts” the only ethical end I can see is to continue until I 
have devised a sign system that begins to contour—not capture—the humanity of those who 
have so often been dehumanized in a linguistic system that is written through with whiteness and 
capitalism.34  
 The question with which I began, about where to start, shifts to interrogate whether, once 
we have begun writing, I or any one of us can ever stop. Once we have been compelled to 
 
34 I am inspired here by Pryor’s writing on temporality, which “attempts to make visible how 
American ideals of racial and sexual citizenship are produced through linear, teleological, 
progress narratives—or ‘straight time’—and how the conditions that produce these master 
narratives commit social violence against queer and trans people, people of color, and other 
subaltern subjects” (13). “[G]rief, ghost stories—what Gordon calls ‘complex personhood’: there 
is no time for such things in capitalist culture,” Pryor writes (32). I am also indebted to Stephan 
Palmié’s discussion of his own identity as a German scholar in relation to his work on Afro-
Cuban religion. In his prologue to Wizards and Scientists, he makes the point that “it is 
undeniable that the modern capitalist world system was erected, at least in part, on the unmarked 
graves of African slaves whose lives were systematically wasted in the service of what Marx 





language, have become complicit in the violences language commits, the only way out is through 
(and “through” is a long way from here). What further violence would stopping perform?  
Writing Time  
 
 Before I start, a note on writing, repetition, and time. Already the repetition of writing, 
and the fact that I am writing these words when most of the other words of this chapter have 
already been written and rewritten—one iteration of that writing even appearing in print—leaves 
me with a sense that, to quote Derrida quoting Hamlet, “The time is out of joint” (Specters of 
Marx). 35 It is the repetition of a sense, the sense that ghosted my reading of Minka’s photograph: 
a past woman, our rowing together in a performative present, her “anterior future” death (Barthes 
96). In this chapter, I am dealing not only with the sliding signifier of now as I write, but again 
(differently) with the fact that in writing about memory I am inherently concerned with 
temporality.  
 Memory concerns the past. As Aristotle explained it, “to remember, strictly and properly 
speaking, is an activity which will not be immanent until the original experience has undergone a 
lapse of time… the moment of the original experience and the moment of the memory of it are 
never identical.” Memory concerns the past; this is a chapter about memories of slavery. But the 
time is out of joint. “I, too, live in the time of slavery,” Hartman writes in Lose Your Mother, “by 
which I mean I am living in the future created by it” (133). Similarly, Krug describes a West 
Central African designation of time—the Jita Kwatakwata, or “War of Acquisition”—as 
encompassing “a period beginning with the commencement of intensive slave raiding in the late 
fifteenth century all the way to the extractive economies of forced plantation agriculture in the 
 
35 Part of an earlier iteration of this chapter appears in print: “Ghosted (I went looking for a 




twentieth century” (6). For some, though, the Jita Kwatakwata of slavery is both past and 
present, a time which will only end for Angola when the last of the oil mined offshore is 
extracted. That petroleum, they argue, “comes from the bones of the enslaved whom the 
Portuguese tossed off of ships”—and so “only when the oil is exhausted will the Jita 
Kwatakwata truly end” (6).  
 “What was the afterlife of slavery and when might it be eradicated?” Hartman wonders as 
she travels to Ghana to retrace the paths that captured slaves took to the coast and the ships that 
would bring them to the Americas (Lose Your Mother 45). Sandra Bland died in police custody 
four years ago as she sat in jail for failing to signal a lane change. My university announced last 
week that it would give the North Carolina Sons of Confederate Veterans—a group dedicated to 
the promulgation of Lost Cause mythology—$2.5 million to preserve a Jim Crow-era 
Confederate monument in perpetuity.36 When it comes to American slavery, memory concerns 
both the past and the present, and it demands acknowledgement of the ways in which the past 
remains present.  
 The time is out of joint. This is, for Derrida, the epigraph of a book about specters and 
their return. The idea of the ghost has haunted the start of this chapter, through my invocation of 
Morrison’s Beloved. What is it about ghosts that drives my writing here? Gordon describes 
haunting as “an animated state in which a repressed or unresolved social violence is making 
itself known” (xvi). “A repressed or unresolved social violence”: A poll conducted by The 
Associated Press-NORC Center for Public Affairs Research in September 2019 shows that only 
35% of white American adults think that the United States government should apologize for 
 
36 Several months later, as of March 2020, a court has ruled that the university and Sons of 




slavery. When it comes to paying reparations, that number drops to 15% (“The Legacy of 
Slavery”). America is haunted by its original sin; whiteness is haunted by itself and its own 
brutal histories. As a white scholar, I am writing about ghosts because, as Gordon notes, the 
legacy of slavery in America, replete with unresolved violences, is also mine: “we are in this 
story, even now, even if we do not want to be” (190).  
 But I can’t start with the ghost, because such a thing is impossible within the temporality 
of haunting. The revenant, Derrida writes, is a “question of repetition”: it “begins by coming 
back” (Specters 11). This beginning is a non-beginning, a non-origin, not only “[r]epetition and 
first time, but also repetition and last time, since the singularity of any first time, makes of it also 
a last time. Each time is the event itself, a first time is a last time. Altogether other. Staging for 
the end of history. Let us call it a hauntology” (11, all emphasis original). The fact that I do not 
know where to start, then, is itself a reflection of the subject matter; the structure is itself 
haunted. There is no “start” in the temporality of the ghost because the ghost is itself a 
repetition—a return. The afterlife of slavery, as we live it now, is itself a hauntological moment, 
one in which rightwing politicians seek to make America great—again, invoking the revenant of 
white power.  
 And so the time is completely out of joint: a past that is not past, memory in/of the 
present, the repetition of the now of writing, all ghosted by the temporal slip of unresolved 
violence and its againness. And I am in the middle of it, remembering. Pryor suggests the 
liberatory potential of this unsettled temporality as it relates to performance, describing “time 
slips” as moments when performance allows us to “experience time queerly,” moments when 
time is “given permission to do those deviant things it is not supposed to do—move backward, 




experience time differently, outside of the linearity of “progress”; in these moments, we are 
temporally in tune with “hidden histories, buried traumas, unclaimed experiences, invisible 
structures, and previously unimaginable futures” (9). Pryor, too, writes with Benjamin: “time is 
not linear but rather palimpsestic: past, present, and future coexist in the infinite now” (12). I 
continue Pryor’s logic: we are in tune with ghosts, with that which haunts, with the ways in 
which the past “isn’t even past” and writing itself doubles back as repetition.37  
 In a chapter describing a post-9/11 performance, staged once a year for seven years in 
Austin, Texas, Pryor explicitly takes up the temporality of repetition, asking “how performance 
can function as a site of repair by investigating how the act of stopping, rewinding, replaying, 
and perhaps even fast-forwarding past an unresolved traumatic event—individual and collective, 
ordinary and cataclysmic, historical and ongoing—can help to transform sites of violence, injury, 
and/or harm into something else” (91). Repetition, for Pryor is or can be transformational.  
 The transformational nature of repetition as it relates to my hope for this chapter is best 
understood by taking a detour through the relationship between repetition and performance. 
Pryor explicitly relates the slippage of time to performance spectatorship—or performance 
making (9). My experience of time in its repetition as I write and (re)write, and in the 
imbrication of past and present, arise as I perform remembering. The repetition that characterizes 
this chapter is the provenance of performance. “Performance means: never for the first time. It 
means: for the second to the nth time,” Schechner writes. “Performance is ‘twice-behaved 
behavior’” (Between Theater and Anthropology 36). Performance as repetition takes up what 
Schechner calls “strips of behavior”—“dramas and rituals,” “gestures, dances, and mantras,” 
 
37 In 2008, then-presidential candidate Barack Obama paraphrased William Faulkner in a speech 




“organized sequences of events, scripted actions, known texts, scored movements”—focusing on 
the ways in which these “strips” are “stored, transmitted, manipulated, transformed” (35-36). 
These behaviors, for Schechner, are independent of the performer herself, meaning that the 
repetition of performance includes both an individual’s repetition of the same acts, as in 
rehearsal and staging, and also repetition as a cultural phenomenon, as in the repetition of ritual 
or, to borrow from Butler, the embodied repetitions inherent in identity formation. As “twice-
behaved behaviors” are (re)staged, the repetition of performance also becomes defined by 
difference, by the ways in which no two stagings of a live performance, no two enactments of a 
single ritual, no two embodiments of a repeated, everyday activity are exactly the same. Pryor 
cites Deleuze: “‘Repetition: something is changed.’” (91). 
 For Pryor (and Butler), it is in repetition and difference as performance that we find the 
potential to make new worlds. The performative repetition I seek through writing is not 
sedimentary but dynamically, always differently active.38 It is repetition’s propensity for 
transformation on which I pin my hopes as I write, slipping time to sneak in one more pass, one 
more attempt to follow Morrison’s call not to perfect writing but to continue trying before I have 
to part with the text. Will this be the time I finally write my way into a situated memorial ethics, 
figure out how to signify Priscilla, Angelo, Phillis, Sandra Bland, Beloved in a way that does 
them justice?  
 Time slips in and through this writing. For this chapter, I have traveled to sites of 
memory, read extensively, attended a conference, looked at archival documents on display in 
museums, watched a documentary—each individual act both a memorial performance in itself 
 
38 Butler describes gender as sedimented through repeated acts. But, as Pryor notes, Butler sees 
in this repetition the possibility for “transformation”—repetition that is a “breaking or subversive 




and part of a larger performance of remembering slavery as a white academic in twenty-first 
century America. I have written about each of these memorial acts, returned to them over and 
over again, and those moments of writing were themselves performances of memory. Now, as 
the writing begins to take shape and I am forced to pause (never conclude), the whole thing 
becomes the record of a single, larger performance—a two-year project of starts and stops, 
grappling with memory, failing and trying again, shown in writing.  
Say Her Name  
 I continue, now, with the assumption that the proper name is always already 
hauntological by virtue of the parallels between the iterability of the name and the coming-back 
of the revenant. In “Signature Event Context,” Derrida argues that the “absence of the referent” 
“constructs the mark” (318). He extends this general statement to the mark of the proper name: 
the signature. “By definition,” he writes:  
a written signature implies the actual or empirical nonpresence of the signer. But, it will 
be said, it also marks and retains his having-been present in a past now, which will 
remain a future now, and therefore in a now in general, in the transcendental form of 
nowness (maintenance). This general maintenance is somehow inscribed, stapled to 
present punctuality, always evident and always singular, in the form of the signature. 
(328, emphasis original) 
 
But. The signature is not (only) the mark of the singular event of signing; as Derrida writes, “in 
order to be legible, a signature must have a repeatable, iterable, imitable form; it must be able to 
detach itself from the present and singular intention of its production” (328). The signature—the 
name—like the revenant, begins by coming back. Of course, simultaneously, for both the name 
and the ghost “[e]ach time is the event itself” (Specters 10). The name, exemplified by Derrida’s 
writing on the signature, is enmeshed in a hauntological system of discourse by virtue of its own 




designator,” meaning that “in every possible world it designates the same object” (48). “Every 
possible world” implies the name’s ability to slip time, as Pryor would put it.   
 If the name always already circulates as a hauntological sign, it is what else haunts the 
name, beyond the uncanny temporality of repetition, that shapes a consideration of naming and 
ethics in memory of slavery and its afterlives.  
 A start: Say her name. Say her name. This is the activist charge that lent itself to the title 
of an HBO documentary about Sandra Bland, a young Black woman who police pulled over in 
Texas for failing to signal a lane change. Bland ended up dead in cell number ninety-five of the 
Waller County Jail three days later.  
 Say her name. This is the activist charge that lent itself to the title of a report on Black 
women’s experiences of police brutality. It was published by the African American Policy 
Forum (AAPF) in 2015—the same year that Sandra Bland died in the Waller County Jail, where 
police put her for failing to signal a lane change. Say her name is the activist charge that 
demands recognition for Black women in a moment where systemic violence against Black men 
is at the center of a movement for social justice. As the AAPF report, Say Her Name: Resisting 
Police Brutality Against Black Women, notes, while “Mike Brown, Eric Garner, and Tamir Rice 
have become household names and faces,” Black women also die at the hands of police, but their 
lives are not “widely elevated as exemplars of the systemic police brutality that is currently the 
focal point of mass protest and policy reform efforts” (Crenshaw and Ritchie 1). 
 Say her name: this is not the end but the beginning of a solution, according to the AAPF 
report. While there is much work to be done, “the first step in breaking the silence is within reach 




 I want to answer this “simple call,” but every time I try, I find the response—the name, 
her name—undone by its own imbrication in discursive systems that have not yet escaped the 
white supremacist violence that helped shape them. What have I, as a white woman, seen widely 
reported about Sandra Bland, other than the fact of her death? Is the “first step in breaking the 
silence” to say her name, or do I, as a white scholar, have work that I must do before I exercise 
the privilege of speaking this woman’s name? What is it that I am signifying when I say the name 
“Sandra Bland,” if I have not first written of my own complicity? 
 And what of those instances where the name is itself ghosted by the violence of its 
imposition—forced upon stolen men, women, and children and then used in perpetuity not as a 
marker of what Oliver would call “address-ability,” but as the start of an imperative? As 
Hartman asks in “Venus in Two Acts,” a critical extension of Lose Your Mother, “How does one 
revisit the scene of subjection without replicating the grammar of violence?” (4). “The archive of 
slavery rests upon a founding violence,” she writes (10). Can memory undo its own foundational 
violences? Hartman is skeptical but moves forward, recursively, anyway—writing into writing’s 
failure: “We begin the story again, as always, in the wake of her disappearance and with the wild 
hope that our efforts can return her to the world. The conjunction of hope and defeat define this 
labor and leave open its outcome” (14). What can we say, if the foundational violences of 
memory are insurmountable?  
 Say her name. I would like to think it was so simple, that I, too, could claim the name as a 
starting point for this project. Instead, I see a memorial ethics that begins to grow (apart) from an 
activist ethics rooted in the name. The activist saying of the name operationalizes the name to 
call into being an imagined future. But evoking, again, the Angel of History, looking backward 




any present “first step”; in their ghostedness they deny the existence of a “first step” as an 
originary moment. This project of remembering slavery is always searching for its/a start, always 
deferring the start even as I continue on. It is not a project in opposition to the call to say her 
name, but one that has not yet arrived at the moment when the name can ethically be said.    
 In an American context, the names of Black women who have suffered systemic and 
personal violence at the hands of white people with power is a martyrology four hundred years in 
the making. But many of those historical names are unknown, unrecorded in the archives, 
marking no graves. Many more are imbued with violence. Some bear the danger of displacing 
their referent so completely as to turn a woman into a symbol, as Tensley notes. I write from the 
middle of a double-bind: there are memorial contexts in which the name will always be a 
violence, and the white critic will always be required to say it in order to say anything at all—the 
referent must be located with/in discourse. The start is both a long way off and demands 
actualization in the present.  
Looking for a Haunting 
 In Sullivan’s Island, South Carolina, a seaside town ten miles from Charleston, there is a 
bench. Its material form demands that I stop, sit, rest a while, take my time. Pause. In October 
2017, I sat, paused, and in this time-out-of-time I waited for a ghost. Why this bench, and why 
ghosts? Which ghosts?—Who am I sitting with, as I sit alone on the bench? Time slips—is 
“given permission to do…deviant things it is not supposed to”—in my formulation here (Pryor 
9): I conceive of myself as both waiting for ghosts and always already sitting with the ghosts I 
am waiting for. I imagine that if I can just figure out who I am sitting with, she will materialize, 




ghost will become itself, will come into itself, when I come to know it as ghost—when I am able 
to locate it with/in discourse.  
 I am no longer there, on the bench at Sullivan’s Island, but I imagine the entirety of the 
story of my trip—what led me there, my failed experiment in “presencing” and identifying the 
ghosts with whom I was sitting, and what happened after—as inhabiting the pause of that act of 
sitting. I slip back in time, now.  
 On October 21, 2017, I went looking for the bench on Sullivan’s Island. It takes me 
several minutes of searching to find it. I looked across the street, first, where Fort Moultrie sits 
on the edge of the Atlantic Ocean. I finally found the bench behind the Visitor Center, across the 
road from the fort itself. The bench sits overlooking an intracoastal body of water on the west 
side of Sullivan’s Island, closer by water than over land to Charleston.  
 I went looking for the bench because of its connection to Morrison and the ghosts that 
evoked and were evoked by her acclaimed 1987 novel, Beloved.39 The novel opens in 1873, 
almost a decade after the close of the Civil War, and tells the story of a once-enslaved black 
family. Eighteen years earlier, a young, pregnant woman named Sethe escaped from a plantation 
in Kentucky—called Sweet Home—following the three children she had smuggled out ahead of 
her across the river to freedom in Ohio. Her husband Halle was unable to join her in her escape, 
but she runs to the home of his mother, Baby Suggs, whom Halle purchased into freedom before 
Sethe was brought to Sweet Home. Soon after, Schoolteacher—the abusive relative who took 
over Sweet Home after the death of its long-time master, Mr. Garner—arrives at Baby Suggs’s 
house with the full force of the law to bring Sethe and her children back into slavery. Rather than 
allowing her children to be subject to the same dehumanizing treatment that she has suffered, 
 




Sethe flees from the house’s yard into a shed to kill them—the baby, Denver, to whom she gave 
birth during her escape; the boys, Howard and Buglar; and the unnamed baby girl who had just 
begun to crawl in the short time it took Sethe to rejoin her children in Ohio. The only child Sethe 
succeeds in killing is the crawling daughter.  
 Eighteen years later, in the present of 1873, Baby Suggs has passed on and the boys have 
long since left home, never to return. Sethe and Denver continue to live in Baby Suggs’s home at 
124 Bluestone Road. The death of the baby girl lingers. The family is ostracized from the rest of 
the black community in Cincinnati. Sethe works in town; Denver prefers to stay within the 
confines of the yard; they live alone, together—alone except for the ghost of the baby girl. Into 
this scene (two women and a ghost cohabiting 124) walks Paul D, one of the men who was 
enslaved with Sethe and Halle at Sweet Home. Paul D is a catalyst for change, driving the ghost 
out of the house and making himself at home with Sethe and a reluctant Denver.  
 And then one day, a young woman appears at 124. She calls herself “Beloved”—echoing 
the signifier that marks the tombstone of the unnamed baby girl (the revenant begins by coming 
back, Derrida reminds us). As she settles in with Sethe, Denver, and Paul D, unsettling the 
tenuous balance of their newly formed household (and whatever fragile grasp Sethe has on the 
present), the spectral Beloved reveals herself to be simultaneously something, someone else than 
the ghost of the now-grown toddler daughter. She tells Denver about where she was “before”: it 
is dark, hot, stifling, “no room to move in.” “A lot of people is down there. Some is dead” (88). 
“I don’t know the names,” Beloved says. What she does know is that “[i]n the dark [her] name is 
Beloved” (88). As Beloved describes her experience of this space, “the dark” takes on the 
contours of a slave ship. Time slips: “All of it is now   it is always now   there will never be a 




crouching” (248). The now-grown baby daughter was born in Kentucky. But as revenant, her 
origin is unsettled. As Derrida writes, “one has to realize that the ghost is there, be it in the 
opening of the promise or the expectation, before its first apparition: the latter had announced 
itself, from the first it will have come second. Two times at the same time, originary iterability, 
irreducible virtuality of this space and this time” (Specters 204-205, emphasis original). This 
ghost is marked by its “originary iterability,” by the way in which it exceeds its status as a now-
grown daughter.  
 It was love, Sethe later tells Paul D, that drove her to carry her children off to the shed 
and murder her daughter rather than allowing them to be brought back into slavery. That fateful 
day, she “[c]ollected every bit of life she had made, all the parts of her that were precious and 
fine and beautiful, and carried, pushed, dragged them through the veil, out, away, over there 
where no one could hurt them. Over there. Outside this place, where they would be safe” (192). 
The story drives a wedge between Sethe and Paul D. “‘Your love is too thick,’” Paul D tells her, 
suggesting that “there’s worse” than Sweet Home (193). “‘It ain’t my job it know what’s worse,” 
Sethe answers. “It’s my job to know what is and to keep them away from what I know is terrible. 
I did that” (194).  
 The ghost takes up a demanding residence in 124, driving Paul D out (even before his 
confrontation with Sethe) and Denver—originally Beloved’s protector—to the realization that 
something must be done. Beloved seems to steal away her mother’s very life force, “and little by 
little it dawned on Denver that if Sethe didn’t wake up one morning and pick up a knife, Beloved 
might” (285). Sethe is completely overcome by her need to do for her daughter and to have 
Beloved understand the choice she made eighteen years earlier; as Denver comes to understand 




They are all three starving, after Sethe loses her job; they are all three exhausted. And so Denver 
leaves the yard to ask the community for help and to find a job. This eventually leads to a Friday 
afternoon intervention from the town’s women, who have learned about Beloved and decide to 
rescue Sethe. The ghost is banished in a repetition of the fateful day when Sethe saw a white man 
on the road and tried to save her children by killing them. The town remembers (her) for a while, 
but “[b]y and by all trace is gone”—“It was not a story to pass on” (324).  
 I sit on the bench. Take in what is unchanging, and what is a product of the scene as it is 
now, in this paused moment. The bench faces the water. It is surrounded by eight picnic tables, 
four on each side, positioned slightly behind the bench. Behind the picnic tables is the parking 
lot and beyond the parking lot, the Fort Moultrie Visitor Center. To the bench’s right is what is 
likely a multimillion-dollar waterfront home. To its left and stretching out over the water, a dock 
and boat ramp. The bench is surrounded by palm trees, shadowed by another, larger tree—
probably an oak, if I had to guess. There is a substantial clump of bushes between the bench and 
the water, shrubs with little red berries; another group of bushes separates the bench from the 
expensive home to its right. Beyond the bush with its red berries, shore, and beyond the shore, 
















Figure 5: The bench faces the water  
In October 1988, Beloved won the Frederic G. Melcher Book Award from the Unitarian 
Universalist Association. In her acceptance speech, Morrison describes her realization that 
writing Beloved had been, for her, a memorial act. This act took place in the absence of other 
memorials to those who suffered under American slavery. Morrison’s widely cited remarks 
describe what seems to be a compulsion to write:  
There is no place you or I can go, to think about or not think about, to summon the 
presences of, or recollect the absences of slaves; nothing that reminds us of the ones who 
made the journey and of those who did not make it. There is no suitable memorial or 
plaque or wreath or wall or park or skyscraper lobby. There’s no 300-foot tower. There’s 
no small bench by the road. There is not even a tree scored, an initial that I can visit or 
you can visit in Charleston or Savannah or New York or Providence, or better still, on the 
banks of the Mississippi. And because such a place doesn’t exist (that I know of), the 




doing on the last page. I was finishing the story, transfiguring and disseminating the 
haunting with which the book begins. Yes, I was doing that; but I was also doing 
something more. I think I was pleading for that wall or that bench or that tower or that 
tree when I wrote the final words. (“A bench by the road”)  
 
Morrison laments the absence of memorial spaces dedicated to slaves and remarks that her novel 
acts both in place of a memorial space (“because such a place doesn’t exist… the book had to”) 
and as a call for a memorial space (“I think I was pleading for that wall or that bench or that 
tower or that tree when I wrote the final words”).  
 Twenty years after the publication of Beloved and Morrison’s Melcher Award, the Toni 
Morrison Society dedicated its first memorial—the first “place you or I can go”—to “the ones 
who made the journey and… those who did not make it.” While Morrison referred to a range of 
memorial forms in her acceptance speech, the memorial’s ultimate material instantiation was a 
“bench by the road.” The Toni Morrison Society’s website notes that upon its founding in 1993, 
it took “A Bench by the Road” as its motto because the Society sought “to be a place where 
scholars and readers could, through their engagement with Morrison’s novels, remember not 
only slavery but also many of the forgotten moments in African American history.” “The Bench 
by the Road Project extends the Society’s mission,” the site notes (“Bench By the Road 
Project”).  
 What makes a bench different from a plaque or wreath or wall or park or skyscraper 
lobby, from a 300-foot tower, an initial on a tree? For one, unlike a skyscraper lobby, a 300-foot 
tower, or even a wall or park, a bench is easily iterable. To date, there have been twenty benches 
dedicated. Their purpose is to memorialize often un-remarked histories. The Project’s website 




individuals, and locations within the history of the African Diaspora.”40 There are benches in 
U.S. locations from South Carolina and Mississippi to Walden Woods, Massachusetts and 
Oberlin, Ohio and in the international locations of Fort-de-France, Martinique and the 20th 
Arrondissement in Paris, France. The benches and their attendant commemorative plaques mark 
the homes of abolitionists and stops on the Underground Railroad, the site of Mississippi’s 
largest Freedom School, and the lives and work of cultural figures such as Aimé Césaire, 
Margaret Walker, and the Atlanta-area women of The Inquirers Club. Organizations are invited 
to fill out a one-page application to sponsor a bench at a site of significance. Sponsorship costs 
$3500 for a four-foot bench and $5000 for a six-foot bench.  
 A bench is “unpretentious,” according to Morrison. In an article written for The New York 
Times upon the occasion of the first bench’s dedication, Morrison is quoted as saying that “‘the 
bench is welcoming, open’”; “‘You can be illiterate and sit on the bench, you can be a wanderer 
or you can be on a search’” (Lee). While an initial on a tree would be equally unpretentious, it 
assumes knowledge of names that may not be documented. And in its invitation to the illiterate, 
the bench as memorial exceeds the reach of the carved name as a discursive marker. The bench, 
Morrison implies, evokes an embodied pause in the course of both those who are “searching” 
and those who are “wandering”: in those who are looking for something and in those who may 
not be—but who, in coming across the bench, sit down anyway. Its material form demands that 
we stop, sit, rest a while, take our time. Pause.  
 The inaugural Bench by the Road sits on the water’s edge in Sullivan’s Island. It was 
emplaced on July 26, 2008. This bench marks the island’s place as the end of the Middle Passage 
 
40 “Bench By the Road Project”; see also “Bench Histories” for details about each bench 




for many Africans who arrived in North America during the eighteenth century. The bench’s 
commemorative plaque stakes the enormity of its claim: “Nearly half of all African Americans 
have ancestors who passed through Sullivan’s Island.” The bench commemorates those whose 
lives had remained for so long without a proper memorial, an offering for the anonymous men, 
women, and children who disembarked slave ships at Sullivan’s Island—or died during their 
journey there.  
 A historical display in the Fort Moultrie Visitor Center tells the story of the slave trade on 
the island. During the eighteenth century, four “pest houses” were built on the west side of the 
island, near Fort Moultrie, to quarantine newly arrived slaves before they were sold in 
Charleston. The African Passages exhibit summarizes “Sullivan’s Island & the Slave Trade” as 
follows:  
The forced exodus of West Africans to the New World often ended on Sullivan’s Island 
near Charleston, the entry point for nearly half of the captive Africans shipped to North 
America. Beyond military defense, the island had quarantine stations to protect the 
colony from deadly diseases. Between 1707 and 1799, when arriving ships carried 
infectious diseases, their free or enslaved passengers were quarantined either aboard ship 
or in island “pest houses.” This painful history makes Sullivan’s Island a gateway 
through which many African Americans can trace their entry into America.  
 
So many people passed this way over the course of a century, many of them lost to the archive. 
As I sit on the bench, I wonder: Who am I sitting with, and what can I say about them? 
  I went looking for a haunting. I sit on the bench at Sullivan’s Island, think about 
Beloved, and wait for ghosts. I am sure I will find the haunting I am looking for, if only I sit still 
enough, a quiet woman on a quiet bench by the water. Quiet enough to hear a ghost… Nothing. 
Maybe it isn’t about stillness and silence, I decide. So I get up and walk around—around the 
bench and the surrounding picnic area, down to the dock and out over the water. Back to the 




violence occurred several centuries ago. I have the formula just right: I know the history of the 
place, the traces of suffering written on the landscape. I, like the bench, am open, welcoming the 
ghost, operating in a Derridean ethic of hospitality (Specters 211). And I am ready to remember, 
to re-member, to conjure that which haunts the scene through a performance—an offering—of 
memory. 
 I went looking for a haunting. The Charleston Area Convention and Visitors Bureau 
website outlines the past that Sullivan’s Island has chosen to celebrate: Sullivan’s Island, the site 
claims, is “worthy of its place in history & hearts” because of its Revolutionary War fort—Fort 
Moultrie—and its history as the temporary home of (and literary setting for) Edgar Allan Poe, a 
fact celebrated by the town’s aptly named Poe’s Tavern. Sullivan’s Island: beauty and charm; 
peace and perfect; serene sanctuary (“Sullivan’s Island”). 
 Nestled—this word that tourism websites love so much—nestled among the Sullivan’s 
Island beaches and restaurants, expensive homes and opportunities for tourists to try their hand at 
kiteboarding is the past that didn’t make it to the Visitors Bureau website. Shimmering on the 
surface of the water are the ghostly reflections of slave ships off the island’s beaches.  
 To recognize a haunting brings with it an ethical imperative: hauntings are about justice. 
Justice: delayed, deferred, denied, displaced, demanded. In Specters of Marx, Derrida writes, 
“No justice… seems possible or thinkable without the principle of some responsibility, beyond 
all living present, within that which disjoins the living present, before the ghosts of those who are 
not yet born or who are already dead, be they victims of wars, political or other kinds of 




invisible are demanding their due,” Gordon says—demanding justice, which in this case requires 
a reckoning with the violence of the American slave trade (182).41  
 I was certain there would be ghosts here both because Sullivan’s Island is a scene of 
deferred justice, and because Morrison was compelled to write Beloved by an encounter with a 
ghost. In the book’s Foreword, Morrison describes sitting on her porch, looking out at stones 
piled near the Hudson River, when suddenly, “She walked out of the water, climbed the rocks, 
and leaned against the gazebo” (xviii). Who was this woman? “So she was there from the 
beginning, and except for me, everybody (the characters) knew it” (xviii): Beloved.  
 Who is there, from the beginning, for me as I write? The ghost of a now-grown baby girl. 
A woman who remembers the dark of a slave ship voyage. A crawling toddler whose mother 
loved her too much to allow her to live as she herself had lived. “Those who made the journey… 
and those who did not make it” in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, and a woman who 
failed to signal a lane change in Texas four years ago and died in the Waller County Jail three 
days later. Beloved, Sethe, Sandra Bland, all the violence in between. And so I ask: When I sit on 
the bench at Sullivan’s Island and think about Beloved, who am I sitting with, and what can I say 
about them that would do justice by what they have suffered? 
 Morrison takes up what “drove” her to write the novel in her Melcher Award remarks, 
describing a book whose purpose remained hidden until she was finished writing it—that while 
“[t]he primary conviction one has when one begins is that it is absolutely necessary,” it was not 
until the year after Beloved was published that it “[became] a little bit more clear… what, 
 
41 Gordon defines “reckoning” as follows: “Reckoning is about knowing what kind of effort is 
required to change ourselves and the conditions that make us who we are, that set limits on what 
is acceptable and unacceptable, on what is possible and impossible” (202). Reckoning, then is an 




perhaps, in very personal terms, the book has substituted for” (“A bench by the road”). She 
speaks then of the lack of a memorial to slavery, of her realization that her act of writing was 
both “transfiguring and disseminating the haunting with which the book begins” and calling for 
further memorialization.   
 In the sense that Morrison wrote a book that came to serve as and call for a memorial 
without realizing consciously that she was performing such a task—in the sense that the book 
began with a haunting, that the ghost of Beloved demanded the book—Beloved can be described 
as called into being. Once this haunting called Morrison’s novel into being, the novel called the 
bench into being. Another ghostly demand—the haunting of Beloved transfigured and 
disseminated, but disseminated in part into Morrison’s “plea” for memorialization. This first 
bench was specifically emplaced at Sullivan’s Island in response to the haunting of the Middle 
Passage. “We have come back to the place we started from,” the chairwoman of the Toni 
Morrison Society said during the bench’s dedication (Lee).  
 And so I made the trip here to Sullivan’s Island, looking for a place to invoke Morrison’s 
memorial call to summon presences and recollect absences. I am looking for a haunting, 
returning to Gordon’s definition in my certainty that if there were a place for the “unresolved 
social violence” at the heart of American history to be “made known,” Sullivan’s Island is it 
(xvi). I sit on the bench and think about Beloved and wait for the island’s ghosts.  
  I sit on the bench and watch the water because Morrison’s ghost came up from the 
water—both in the moment of her being-ghosted, and again, in repetition, as she wrote the ghost 
into Beloved. And so I waited for something—someone—to walk up out of the water. Haunting 
is about ghosts, specters, their “real presence” and their demand for attention (Gordon xvi). 




practices that attempt to presence the dead in traces as a means of knowing” (“Mourning 
Speech” 93). To presence the dead in traces—“To write ghost stories implies that ghosts are real, 
that is to say, that they produce material effects,” Gordon writes (17). When the women in 
Morrison’s novel discuss the return of the toddler daughter, they confirm with one another that 
the ghost of the baby is grown now, and re-membered. “You talking about flesh?” “I’m talking 
about flesh” (301). 
 So I sat on the bench and waited, certain that someone, something, some visible trace of 
the past would walk up out of the water and make demands. I imagined that when the ghost 
came, I would link my sense of its arrival to some sign—some material object or small 
movement or perhaps a sound that would produce a set of metonymic associations, a haunted 
chain of signification that I would follow to the ghost I sought. Who am I sitting with, and what 
can I say about them that would do justice by what they have suffered? I wondered as I sat on the 
bench.  
 My waiting was itself haunted by Morrison’s first encounter with Beloved, and by 
Gordon’s poetic re-telling of Beloved’s emergence, striking in its performative repetition—once, 
twice, four times on one page alone: “A woman walked out of the water thirsty and breathing 
hard having traveled a long distance looking for a face” (Gordon 170). A woman walked out of 
the water breathing hard, and we are reminded that when ghosts haunt, that haunting is 
material, Gordon writes (184). I looked for a sign. Naturally, I watched the water.  
 I sit on the bench thinking about Beloved and looking for ghosts. The bench is black 
metal. Its backrest bears a small plaque, visible to all who approach (and perhaps, like me, sit):  
A BENCH BY THE ROAD 
Placed by the Toni Morrison Society  
Sullivan’s Island, South Carolina  




There is another plaque on the ground in front of the bench, embedded in the cement slab dotted 
with white and pink-red shells that anchors the bench to the ground. Visitors can only read this 
plaque from the vantage point of the bench—from a seated position, or as they stand directly in 
front of the bench about-to-sit. It includes an excerpt from Morrison’s remarks that spurred the 
project, and a description of the site at Sullivan’s Island. I read it now, as I sit:  
There is no place you or I can go, to think about or not think about, to summon the 
presences of, or recollect the absences of slaves; nothing that reminds us of the ones who 
made the journey and of those who did not make it. There is no suitable memorial or 
plaque or wreath or wall or park or skyscraper lobby. There’s no 300-foot tower. There’s 
no small bench by the road. –Toni Morrison 1989  
 
The bench [sic] by the Road Project was launched by the Toni Morrison Society in honor 
of Nobel Laureate Toni Morrison. This first bench is placed in memory of the enslaved 
Africans who perished during the Middle Passage and those who arrived on Sullivan’s 
Island, a major point of entry for Africans who entered the U.S. during the Transatlantic 
Slave Trade. Nearly half of all African Americans have ancestors who passed through 
Sullivan’s Island. July 26, 2008 Toni Morrison Society, Inc.  
 
 Visitors to Sullivan’s Island are reminded of Morrison’s Melcher Award speech by the 
plaque that marks the bench’s dedication. Both the speech and the plaque suggest a script of 
potential actions to undertake in the moment of pause, as one sits on the bench. Visitors can 
“think about” or “not think about,” “summon the presences of” or “recollect the absences of” 
slaves; they are to be reminded of those who traveled the Middle Passage. 
 I understand the “summoning” and “recollecting” I undertake at the bench as haunted. 
Derrida describes the specter as that which “looks at us… even before and beyond any look on 
our part” (Specters 6). In a haunted space (any space, really, but particularly a space like 
Sullivan’s Island), there are always already ghosts; they watch us even before and beyond our 
ability to see them—before and beyond our recognition that they are there or our desire to be in 
their presence. This is what I mean when I say that I sat on the bench both waiting for ghosts and 




what they have suffered). When visitors to the bench “summon the presences” or “recollect the 
absences” of slaves, they do so in a system where the ghosts they summon or recollect always 
already exist in their own right. 
 The act of sitting is entangled, bodily, with Morrison’s suggested acts of summoning and 
recollecting. Geographer John Wylie describes a series of memorial benches at Mullion Cove in 
southwest England as “eyes without bodies, or rather shapes and frames that embodied eyes 
anew”—the memorial bench enables a “looking at—or, better, looking-with—a host of ghosts 
and memories” (277, emphasis original). To sit on the bench by the water at Sullivan’s Island, as 
I understood it, was to sit with ghosts, to share space with memory. Gordon describes haunting 
as “the sociality of living with ghosts, a sociality both tangible and tactile as well as ephemeral 
and imaginary” (201). The trick of the bench is that it is enmeshed in, vibrating with the force of 
this sociality before and beyond our acquiescence: the ghosts are there, whether we summon 
them or not.  
 I am searching for ghosts… ghosts I am sure are palpably present in the “serene 
sanctuary” of Sullivan’s Island. I sit on the bench at Sullivan’s Island—the bench that I had to 
search to find—thinking about Beloved and waiting for ghosts and slowly becoming aware that I 
am (still?), unexpectedly… alone.  
 I framed my search for ghosts, my search for the ghost with whom I was sitting, through 
Morrison’s concept of the rememory. I was certain that as I sat, I would perceive something that 
drew me metonymically to a rememory that led me along to a ghost, walking up out of the water 
to join me where we sat together on the bench. A rememory is, for Morrison, a memory that has 




imaginative nature and the body’s imbrication in that which can be re-lived. A rememory is 
experienced when it is “bumped into,” Sethe tells Denver:  
“If a house burns down, it’s gone, but the place—the picture of it—stays, and not just in 
my rememory, but out there, in the world. What I remember is a picture floating around 
out there outside my head… 
 
“Can other people see it?” asked Denver.  
 
“Oh, yes. Oh, yes, yes, yes. Someday you be walking down the road and you hear 
something or see something going on. So clear. And you think it’s you thinking it up. A 
thought picture. But no. It’s when you bump into a rememory that belongs to somebody 
else.” (43) 
 
There is a sociality to rememory just (as Gordon asserts) as there is a sociality to haunting. When 
you bump into a rememory that belongs to somebody else, “you have encountered haunting and 
the picture of it the ghost imprints” (Gordon 166). Sethe warns Denver never to travel to Sweet 
Home because even decades following the Civil War, “if you go there and stand in the place 
where it was, it will happen again; it will be there for you, waiting for you’” (44).  
 To bump into a rememory: to encounter a memory which is not and never can be mine. It 
happened for Gordon, who writes about having “the distinct impression” that she was “bumping 
into” the ghost of a woman whose life she retraced (159). Would it happen for me? What, I 
wanted to know, would I bump into at Sullivan’s Island? What would reveal itself in the change 
of light on the water or in a certain kind of breeze? It must be something—surely I would meet a 
ghost! The odds were in my favor, given the haunted framework of the scene, of the ghosts 
watching, of the bench with its embodied eyes anew, of the rememories of that place…   
 Here’s where the whole thing (the careful plans of a careful woman on a quiet bench) 
falls apart. I went looking for a haunting, and I didn’t find it. I am surprised, I will admit. This 




 I went looking for a haunting. The repetition of this phrase is the repetition of single-
minded determination: there is something, someone to find, and I am going to find it and in so 
doing make some step toward understanding or justice or reparation. I went looking for a 
haunting, the ghost never came, and I went home. As I sat on the bench by the water, I never 
considered that I might end up in a solo performance: one living woman, remembering. Alone. 
But to conjure the ghost, I know now, is no guarantee that she will come.    
 On Ghosts and Names and Haunted Critics  
 I went to Sullivan’s Island looking for a haunting. Now, as I sit writing, I enact a 
repetition of the moment of sitting on the bench, undertaken differently. I re-encounter the pause, 
slipping time to go back. I can say, now: The question with which I approached the bench, Who 
am I sitting with, and what can I say about them that would do justice by what they have 
suffered? assumes both the recognizable presence of the ghost, and the recognizability of the 
ghost—the possibility of answering the question “who?”. I can shift the question to emphasize 
the subjunctive mood: If someone were waiting for me, who would it be? But this reframing of 
expectations misses the point, because the point is that when I decided to go in search of the Toni 
Morrison Society’s bench, I had already—even if unconsciously—made up my mind that the trip 
to Sullivan’s Island would be like a trip to the archive: productive of something to say, and, more 
importantly someone to signify.  
 Derrida describes the “who” of the ghost as “beyond all living present.” The ghost is “not 
yet born” or “already dead”—it “disjoins the living present” (Specters xviii). Further, for 
Gordon, the ghost is “the dead or the disappeared or the lost or the invisible” (182). That is, the 
“who” of the ghost is a who who is not readily graspable, a circling of signifiers that names the 




begins by coming back, I am responsible to the once-and-again ghost even when I sit alone. But 
responsible to whom? Open to what? Who am I sitting with? These questions are disrupted by 
the ghost as the arrival of a moment out-of-time. I understand now that the with in my question is 
not straightforward—as Derrida says, “being-with” the ghost “makes being-with in general more 
enigmatic than ever for us” (xviii, emphasis original). This is a being-with “concerning those 
who are not there.” Can I ever really identify the who to whom I am responsible, to whom I am 
open? What is it that I am able to sit with and to signify when the now of the ghost, its arrival, 
marks a “non-contemporaneity with itself of the living present” (xviii, emphasis original)? I sit 
on the bench in time, but the arrival of the ghost is a moment in which the time is out of joint. 
Am I there, in that time out of joint, too? Yes: As I write, now/later, I have characterized the 
pause of sitting as itself a slip-in-time. Further, the temporality of writing, this act of writing in 
its repetition (writing about sitting), has become a metonymic marker of the temporality of the 
ghost. I defer the question of the “who” of the ghost to ask: What is the nature of memory when 
one is compelled to justice by a ghost that slips time?  
 Our engagement with ghosts is necessarily forward-looking. For Gordon, haunting 
“forces a something that must be done that structures the domain of the present and the 
prerogatives of the future” (179). Similarly, Taylor points out that it is through the invocation of 
ghosts that we are able to perform the future differently, to “alter future phantoms, future 
fantasies” (Archive and Repertoire 143). But, as Derrida points out, this engagement is also with 
and about the past. He writes that if the question whither? “can clearly come only from the 
future…what stands in front of it must also precede it like its origin: before it. Even if the future 




emphasis original). To re-engage Benjamin’s backward-facing Angel of History here, there is an 
ethic of haunting that is an ethical commitment to the ghost in its historicity.  
 Provisionally: memory compelled to justice by a ghost that slips time situates this 
remembering even more firmly in the purview of performance. As Pryor points out, 
“performance—like history—is nonoriginal, and always already haunted by improperly buried 
ghosts as well as liberatory futures not yet performed” (3-4).42 As Schechner’s “twice-behaved 
behavior,” occurring “never for the first time,” the repetition of encountering the ghost (and with 
it, memory) as performance is never final, its script never finalized (Between Theatre and 
Anthropology 36). My writing, as itself a repetitive performance of memory compelled to justice, 
inhabits and takes up what Gunn calls the idiom of haunting, which “denotes a conceptual 
repertoire for listening to and speaking about the dead, literally and figuratively, as well as a 
considered attempt to orient the critic in a position of hospitality, open to the other” (“Mourning 
Humanism” 79).   
 I went to Sullivan’s Island a haunted critic, open to the ghost.43 I saw the pause of my 
sitting on the bench as adhering to Taylor’s sense of performance as an “invocational practice,” 
one which “evokes memories and grief that belong to some other body”; a practice that “conjures 
up and makes visible not just the live but the powerful army of the always already living” 
(Archive and Repertoire 143). I was concerned, in the context of this “invocational practice,” 
with my responsibility to the ghosts of Sullivan’s Island in light of Justin Thomas Trudeau’s 
 
42 Benjamin D. Powell and Tracy Stephenson Shaffer suggest that scholars of performance 
studies take seriously the Derridean notion of haunting as a heuristic for re-conceiving 
performance, beyond its traditional ontologies. Powell and Shaffer who, like Taylor, argue for a 
hauntology of performance, write that “[b]ecause the ghost always begins by coming back, the 
haunted subject has the responsibility to wait for the ghost” (16). 
 




observation that “[p]erhaps there is no greater history in America that is as haunted as its racial 
divide, its undeniable yet unspoken histories of minority genocide, slavery, segregation, and 
degradation at the hands of its white majority” (151)—with my responsibility to the ghosts of 
Sullivan’s Island with respect to what Tracy Stephenson Shaffer and Gunn call “the true master 
signifier of haunting”: (my) Whiteness (45). 
 As I reflect on my trip to the bench, where I sat and waited and felt nothing and then went 
home, this openness feels like a prolonged period of holding one’s breath. To be open, in this 
respect, is to silence oneself so completely—eliminating even the sound of one’s own 
breathing—so as to hear the ghost, if and when it comes. But does the ghost ever come in the 
present of one’s waiting?  
 Acknowledging that the ghost slips time does not answer the question of who I was open 
to as I sat on the bench—even if it does preclude the arrival of the ghost in the easy sense of two 
people inhabiting a present together. I was a haunted critic in that I sought to engage with history 
that fell outside the realm of the archive. Morrison dedicates Beloved to Sixty Million and more, 
evoking an overwhelming number of nameless individuals. Mandel argues that this dedication 
“is deliberately posited as a vague approximation that serves the purpose of evoking a vast array 
of dead bodies rather than counting and accounting for the bodies themselves” (583). Even the 
named characters in the novel, Gordon contends, evoke a “genealogy of the anonymous”:  
Morrison names and remembers the anonymous slave and in doing so she also inscribes 
within each unique individual name a genealogy of the anonymous. Denver is named 
after the white girl who helped deliver her; Sethe is named after the only man her mother 
“put her arms around”; Baby Suggs names herself after her husband; Stamp Paid signs 
himself all accounts paid. When we read these names, their anonymity is disclosed as a 
historical construction, making the name sign of life, a set of memories, a history. Yet 
each name also offers a story of why the people who hold these names are anonymous, 






By marking those who “have not counted,” Gordon suggests that Morrison is remembering in 
excess of the archive. This claim is strengthened by the fact that, as I will discuss later, the 
fictional story of Sethe and her children is based on a historical, archivally documented 
episode—an episode whose actors, as historical figures, are all named. Morrison changes these 
names, radically changes the ending, adds a ghost—and in so doing, makes an implicit point: the 
who is more often unknown, unnamed, than it is archivally known or named. And even when it is 
known or named, it—they—are so much more than what has been recorded.   
 Within the context of Beloved, Sethe named Denver the day that she was born. Why does 
this matter? It matters because, as Mandel points out, the crawling baby girl certainly had a given 
name (586). Mandel argues that this name “is posited as unspeakable,” and that the ghost is 
instead referred to performatively, the way Sethe loved her. She cites the text here: “‘For a baby 
she throws a powerful spell,’ said Denver. ‘No more powerful than the way I loved her,’ Sethe 
answered” (Mandel 586, Morrison 5). The baby girl was beloved, and this love becomes, in the 
latter part of the novel, the repeated start and ending to four chapters in which Sethe, Denver, and 
Beloved lay claim to one another. “Beloved, she my daughter. She mine,” the chapter from 
Sethe’s point of view begins (236). “She come back to me, my daughter and she is mine,” it ends 
(241). Denver links her claim to Beloved through their mother: “Beloved is my sister. I 
swallowed her blood right along with my mother’s milk” (242). Baby Suggs told her not to be 
afraid of the ghost, she says, and her chapter concludes, “I just had to watch out for it because it 
was a greedy ghost and needed a lot of love, which was only natural, considering. And I do. 
Love her. I do. She played with me and always came to be with me whenever I needed her. She’s 




mine” (248, 253). It is not only those doing the loving who make possessive claims here. 
Beloved, too, claims those who love her as hers.  
 As the signifier “Beloved” weaves Sethe, Denver, and the ghost of the now-grown baby 
together, it unsettles the distinctions between the three women. Just after Beloved lays claim on 
Sethe—I am Beloved and she is mine—the text shifts into stream of consciousness: “I am not 
separate from her there is no place where I stop   her face is my own and I want to be there in the 
place where her face is and to be looking at it too   a hot thing” (248). Beloved has been looking 
for Sethe’s face—after death? in the bowels of a slave ship?—in a place and time where “there is 
no one to want me   to say me my name” (251). The narration slips even more in the fourth and 
final chapter, the voices of the mother and her daughters now inextricable:  
Beloved  
You are my sister  
You are my daughter  
You are my face; you are me  
I have found you again; you have come back to me  
You are my Beloved  
You are mine  
You are mine  
You are mine (255-256)  
In this context, Beloved’s name shifts and occupies a place far from Kripke’s “rigid designator.” 
“Beloved” is personal, reserved for those who know the ghost most intimately. In the rich 
imprecision to which the dialogue gives way, the unsettled signifier reaches out to animate the 




the HBO documentary I watch about Sandra Bland’s death, it is her mother and sisters who carry 
her memory. “I feel like Sandy’s blood is calling out, I really do,” her mother Geneva Reed-Veal 
says in an interview with Ebony six months after Bland’s death (#teamEBONY). 
 It is Paul D who asked the young woman for her name when she arrived, but he tries to 
assimilate it into the register of proper names, asking “‘You use a last name, Beloved?’” (63). 
Readers already understand the link between the woman’s name and the headstone of the 
murdered baby, but Paul D does not. Later, though, Beloved asks Paul D to call her by her name 
and “‘touch [her] on the inside part’” (137). He resists, at first, but he finally calls her “Beloved,” 
and what follows breaks open the rusted-shut tobacco tin of his heart (138). It is in 
acknowledging the young woman and calling her Beloved that he finds his heart capable of 
love—the love demanded by the signifier itself. The power of this name is not to be taken 
lightly. Aside from Sethe, Denver, and Paul D, none of the characters in the novel call the ghost 
by her chosen name. When Denver admits to the woman’s presence in the house, she calls her a 
“cousin”; the woman in town recognize her as Sethe’s “dead daughter” (299-300).  
 At the end of the novel, there is play between the signifier “Beloved” and the young 
woman’s name. When the ghost asks Paul D to call her by her name, he calls her “Beloved.” But 
after the disappearance of the ghost, in the novel’s closing pages, Morrison writes:  
Everybody knew what she was called, but nobody anywhere knew her name. 
Disremembered and unaccounted for, she cannot be lost because no one is looking for 
her, and even if they were, how can they call her if they don’t know her name? Although 
she has claim, she is not claimed. In the place where the long grass opens, the girl who 
waited to be loved and cry shame erupts into her separate parts, to make it easy for the 
chewing laughter to swallow her all the way.  
  
 It was not a story to pass on. (323)  
 
It was not a story to pass on, and nobody anywhere knew her name, but on the following page 




 Beloved.  
What does it mean, that “everybody knew what she was called, but nobody anywhere knew her 
name”?  
 When Stamp Paid, the man who found Sethe and Denver on the riverbank after their 
escape from Kentucky, walks by 124 Bluestone Road after he has told Paul D about the murder 
of the crawling daughter, he hears voices. Too many voices to belong to three women, and “he 
believed the undecipherable language clamoring around the house was the mumbling of the 
black and angry dead” (234). Together with that mumbling “were the thoughts of the women of 
124, unspeakable thoughts, unspoken,” Morrison writes (235). Beloved, in her excess, in her 
memory of a slave ship that a child born in Kentucky never would have known, signifies a tie to 
these “angry dead.” Everybody knew what they were called—Beloved—but nobody anywhere 
knew their names.  
 Beloved. Is this signifier enough? Beloved names herself after the inscription on her 
headstone, and “Beloved” is itself an unfinished signifier, as a graveside trope—a start to a 
remembrance like “beloved daughter,” “beloved mother,” “beloved sister.” Sethe acknowledges 
the unfinishedness of “Beloved” but thinks that what is missing is not the end of the phrase but 
its start: “Ten minutes for seven letters. With another ten could she have gotten ‘Dearly’ too?” 
(5). “Although she has claim, she is not claimed,” Morrison writes. But Beloved was claimed, by 
both Sethe and Denver. They attempt to finish the unfinished engraving—You are my sister; You 
are my daughter; You are mine. Their claim on her was not enough to satisfy her, however, and 
eventually Denver realizes that they cannot continue to keep the dearly beloved ghost with them. 
She and the town’s women physically break the claim Beloved has on Sethe, and the ghost 




forward instead of backward. Paul D tells her that the two of them “‘got more yesterday than 
anybody. We need some kind of tomorrow.’” He then asks Sethe to claim herself: “‘You your 
best thing, Sethe,’” he tells her, granting her a title previously reserved for her children, 
especially Beloved (322, 296).  
 How can they call her if they don’t know her name? the ending to Beloved asks. And 
what should I call her, when the name “Beloved” is entangled in a claim different than the one 
the ghost makes on me? In Beloved, Stamp Paid, Baby Suggs, and Sethe are rightly wary of 
white people. Denver reflects:  
Grandma Baby said there was no defense—they could prowl at will, change from one 
mind to another, and even when they thought they were behaving, it was a far cry from 
what real humans did.  
 
“They got me out of jail,” Sethe once told Baby Suggs.  
 
“They also put you in it,” she answered.  
 
“They drove you ‘cross the river.” 
 
“On my son’s back.” 
 
“They gave you this house.” 
 
“Nobody gave me nothing.” 
 
“I got a job from them.” 
 
“He got a cook from them, girl.” 
 
“Oh, some of them do all right by us.” 
 
“And every time it’s a surprise, ain’t it?” 
 
… “There’s more of us they drowned than there is all of them ever lived from the start of 
time.” (287, emphasis original)  
 
As Gordon writes of the status of the name in the novel as a “genealogy of the anonymous,” 




different one: the project that delves into why the white name seems to announce itself as if it did 
not harbor precisely this same history” (189). That is, for Morrison, “if we listen carefully to the 
voices of 124 [Bluestone Road], we will hear not only ‘their’ story, the old story of a past, but 
how we are in this story, even now, even if we do not want to be” (Gordon 190). The ghost lays 
claim: “Though you can repeat over and over again, as if the incantation were a magic that really 
worked, I am not Schoolteacher/ He is not me, the ghostly matter will not go away” (190). I am 
not Schoolteacher and he is not me, but the wake of his legacy carries me, allows me to travel to 
the deeply southern state of South Carolina and search for a bench without thinking twice about 
whether it is safe for me to do so.  
 It is not for me to call this ghost “Beloved.” So what do I call her, when she lays claim on 
me but I do not know her name and what Sethe and Denver and Paul D call her is not mine to 
say? I went to the bench following Morrison, who saw Beloved walk up out of the water. In the 
novel’s Foreword, Morrison describes slavery as an unforgiving “terrain… formidable and 
pathless. To invite readers (and myself) into the repellant landscape (hidden, but not completely; 
deliberately buried, but not forgotten) was to pitch a tent in a cemetery inhabited by highly vocal 
ghosts” (xvii). What should I call those ghosts? What would they call me? Who am I sitting with, 
when I sit on the bench? And what should I call her that will evoke a doing of justice, rather than 
misnaming my own imbrication in the sociality of haunting?    
 The ghost’s claim on me is a claim to justice. In Derrida’s formulation, the ghost not only 
enables us to think about justice; we must think about the ghost—about haunting—to begin to 
approach justice, to make justice thinkable or even possible. “No justice,” Derrida writes, “seems 
possible or thinkable” without recourse to that which is not strictly present (xviii). Although she 




can begin to do good by saying her name—especially this name, “Beloved,” in all its intimacy. I 
write in circles, a repetition of the circles Sethe spun around the room as she tried to explain the 
act of murdering her daughter to Paul D, “circling him the way she was circling the subject” 
(189). The start is both a long way off and demands actualization in the present.   
Remembering Priscilla / A Critic Re-Membered  
 
 I am getting ahead of myself, allowing the repetition of writing to draw out failures-to-
signify that have not yet arrived. Slip: from the bench to the arrival of the ghost, later, as I sat 
and wrote for the first time. I went to Sullivan’s Island in search of the bench and its ghosts. I 
found the bench and waited for the ghost. I waited, and then I went home. I went home and 
started to write, because there were still things to say, even though the ghosts never came. These 
things were themselves ghosted by the sense that I hadn’t found what I was looking for—but 
there were things to say nonetheless.  
 Among other things, there were things to say about Priscilla, a ten-year-old girl whose 
arrival at Sullivan’s Island was documented in both the African Passages exhibit in the Visitor 
Center and in the New York Times article about the bench’s dedication. Priscilla—my first failed 
start. While there are no extant biographical details for most enslaved Africans who made the 
journey through the Middle Passage, Priscilla is one child for whom there is a partial record. A 
placard in the exhibit reads: “This girl’s African name has been lost in time and bondage. But we 
will always remember her journey to the New World. She was captured off Sierra Leone’s coast 
and placed on the Hare, a slave ship. The Hare stopped at the slave fortress on Bunce Island, 
Sierra Leone, before the trade winds pushed it west across the Atlantic during a 10-week 
voyage.” The child was named Priscilla when she arrived at Sullivan’s Island in June 1756. She 




 And there it was. For Gordon, haunting manifests itself “when the over-and-done-with 
comes alive, when what’s been in your blind spot comes into view” (xvi). She was always there, 
in my blind spot—just like I suspected she must be. But our encounter was not at all what I 
expected. There was no rustle of leaves, no woman walking up out of the water. There was me, 
writing, at home. “If you let it,” Gordon aptly argues, “the ghost can lead you toward what has 
been missing, which is sometimes everything” (58). Where did Priscilla lead me, beyond her 
patent historical significance? 
 Something was missing, and I saw it now: the ghost of Priscilla—but not that Priscilla. 
As I wrote, I felt the eyes of another ghost on me. A shiver. What I thought I knew, suddenly 
“unfamiliar” (Gordon xvi). There she was, emerging from my blind spot. In Beloved’s Foreword, 
Morrison articulates her narrative to the story of a real woman named Margaret Garner, an 
escaped slave who killed her daughter rather than allow her to be taken back into slavery (xvii). 
Garner was in her early twenties in 1856 when she escaped from a plantation in Kentucky, 
crossed the Ohio River, and was passing through Cincinnati with her husband and four children 
when their enslaver, Archibald Gaines, and the U.S. Marshalls caught up with them.  
 Margaret Garner was so terrified of her children being returned to slavery that she killed 
her two-year-old daughter Mary and tried, unsuccessfully, to kill her other three children. After a 
lengthy trial—which ultimately found that the Garners were still the rightful property of the 
Kentucky plantation owner—Margaret and her family were remanded into Gaines’s custody. As 
they traveled to another plantation further south, Margaret’s other young daughter drowned; 
Margaret succumbed to typhoid fever two years later, dying a slave in Mississippi.44 
 
44 This account is taken from the Cincinnati History Library and Archives (“Margaret Garner”). 





 The baby daughter—the girl who drowned in real life, but lived on to become Denver in 
Morrison’s novel, the girl who recognized Beloved for the ghost she was… her name was 
Priscilla.45  
 Sure, I had seen her name before. But I hadn’t felt it… This time, when I was back from 
the bench and thinking about Priscilla, the little girl from the African Passages exhibit, it hit me. 
Repetition, with a difference.  
 The ghost didn’t come as I sat by the water, but when it did come, to return to Benjamin, 
it flashed. In his Arcades Project, Benjamin writes that the “image is that wherein what has been 
comes together in a flash with the now to form a constellation” (N3, 1). The constellation: my 
body and the body of the ghost, come together in a flash.46 The “image” takes on different 
meaning here than it did when I was stopped in my tracks by a photograph, no longer suggesting 
performative identification with a young woman engaged in an activity—like rowing—that my 
body recognized on instinct. In this case, there are no visual remainders upon which I can rely or 
return to, later, to write (now). In the case of this “image,” there was no lingering visual at all. 
All I can describe is the flash. The flash is a moment before, an activation of absence, that tip-of-
the-tongue instant, when you feel it but can’t yet describe it, that intake of breath before you say 
“oh!” The performative dawn of the ghost on the body.  
 Oh.  
 
45 Gordon calls the daughter “Scilla or Priscilla” (154); other sources refer to her as both Cilla 
and Priscilla.  
 
46 Relatedly, Gordon associates Benjamin’s concept of jetztzeit, or “now-time” with haunting: 
“The work and the power of the story lie in giving all the reasons why the reasons are never quite 
enough… why haunting rather than ‘history’ (or historicism) best captures the constellation of 






 The time is out of joint: my perception of the ghost is a moment before. The intake of 
breath is the now of the ghost—limen, precipice, the brief suspension of what Vivian Patraka 
calls performative “goneness,” when the ghost is coming but will never fully pass through to 
presence.47 The arrival of the ghost is already displaced by the play of its temporality—it slips 
time, and all that is left is my memory of the moment, haunted but certain: there was an instant 
when ghosts did not just exist, but I was ghosted. By the time I named it—Priscilla—all that was 
left was me, writing.  
 I did not find the ghost sitting next to me on the bench at Sullivan’s Island. I did not find 
the ghost at all—a ghost is not a photograph, waiting in an album, although photographs can 
certainly be haunted. Rather, I was ghosted, and this writing is the result, compelled by the 
haunted temporality of repetition. The sensation of being-ghosted inaugurates the repetition of 
writing, with its endless, unfinished attempts at naming in the face of the name’s inadequacy or 
violence, as an ethical undertaking.  
 In the wake of Priscilla, doubled, all I could do was write. Priscilla, a girl in a boat who 
made it across the water from Africa to the American colonies, when so many others didn’t; a 
girl in a boat who was born into slavery, fled it, was captured and drowned—a girl in a boat who 
didn’t make it but lived on in a novel to help “disseminate the haunting” of her ghostly sister (as 
Morrison’s novel itself disseminated a haunting). A girl in a boat, who, I am all the while aware, 
is not the only girl in a boat that has ghosted me through the course of this project. Priscilla, 
doubled (tripled to reflect Minka with her), raises the specter of our negotiations with ghosts and 
the futurity of violent pasts. While, as Derrida argues, our ability to do justice is entwined with 
 
47 Patraka writes that museums to the dead typically “mark the ‘goneness’” of the “critical 




the ethical imperative of the ghost, Morrison’s Beloved illustrates the danger of orienting 
ourselves to the ghost to the exclusion of the present world we always necessarily continue to 
inhabit. Gordon argues that haunting “must be passed on or through” because “[t]o remain 
haunted is to remain partial to the dead or the deadly and not to the living” (182). As Gordon 
notes, the haunting in Beloved is “passed through” when the women of the town, women who 
wrote Sethe off when she killed her child, convene and, together with Denver, stop Sethe from 
re-enacting (re-membering) the fateful moment when she ended her toddler daughter’s life. 
When the haunting is “passed through,” Beloved is gone. And it is in this absence that Sethe is 
allowed to become her own “best thing”—freed finally to look forward to “some kind of 
tomorrow” with Paul D (Morrison 322).    
 In the case of Beloved’s characters, the just outcome of the haunting seems to allow for 
the re-membering of the one who remembers, just as Sethe is re-membered as her own “best 
thing” and Denver finds the strength to leave the house and enter the world re-membered “as a 
woman” after and through her relationship with Beloved (292). Denver’s story might be seen as 
a new ending—a passing through, a re-membering—for the ghosts of the two girls named 
Priscilla. One grew into womanhood a slave, the other drowned a child: in Denver the future is 
made-otherwise. The haunting now passed through, Denver is full of promise; her employer says 
she “might go to Oberlin.” She sees Paul D, and when he offers an opinion about Beloved she 
responds that she has her own. “You grown,” he tells her, and she agrees (314). A woman in 
possession of herself.  
 How have I been re-membered in my own remembering? I traveled to Sullivan’s Island 
to sit on the bench and engage my body in the work of memorialization that the bench was meant 




“right,” especially as a white scholar entering a space marked by the horror and suffering of the 
transatlantic slave trade. But in all my anxiety, I was still certain I would find the ghost—a 
certainty whose entitlement haunts me now, later, as I write. I went looking for a haunting, and I 
thought that by virtue of my looking the ghost would come. My looking, then, was in itself an 
exercise of power.  
 I thought I was open to the ghost. But what I thought to be openness was, in reality, an 
unconscious attempt to keep myself—my expectations, my schedule, my quest for a ghost—at 
the center of a memorial practice by which I should have been displaced. Derrida writes of true 
hospitality as awaiting an unknown ghost. After all, “if one could count on what is coming,” he 
argues, “hope would be but the calculation of a program” (Specters 212, emphasis original).48 I 
went looking for a haunting, watched the water, and calculated a program: I will go to this place 
and sit on this bench and eventually the contextually-appropriate ghost sitting beside me will 
reveal itself to me. I had come to understand that I went to Sullivan’s Island under the weak 
assumption that to “summon presences” and “recollect absences” was the same as being open to 
ghosts—under the assumption that Morrison’s own encounter with haunting was replicable via a 
carefully curated performance of memory. What I did not see, then, was that my waiting for the 
ghost was very different from Morrison’s encounter with the woman who became Beloved: 
Morrison was not waiting for anything but was simply sitting, open, and the ghost came. To 
acknowledge our performances of memory as haunted means, in part, to acknowledge that the 
 
48 Relatedly, Powell and Shaffer suggest an orientation to performance that creates space for 
ghosts we do not anticipate. They assert that to “play hauntologically” requires that we “not 
only… acknowledge that multiple perspectives exist, but to purposefully create spaces in our 
work where they might emerge and/or insert themselves” (2). True openness means to wait 




imaginative mediation through which our relationship to the dead is constituted is a two-way 
street: that to be open to the ghost is to create space for re-memberings that find us. 
 The intensity of my focus led me to remain within a paradigm of scholarly privilege that 
foregrounded the analytical rather than affective possibilities of the bench. I kept watch for 
changes, for a sign that something (someone) was coming. I was sure that when the ghost came, 
it would signify the particular suffering of that place. I performed anticipation, but that 
performance was closed before it began: sitting, walking, looking, concentrating on the water, 
rehearsing my expectation for a particular kind of ghost’s arrival. In that expectation I sought a 
relationship with haunting that would shelter me—I would “reckon” with this ghost, and I would 
have done my job. Furthered a quest for justice, if even just a little bit. And then I could go 
home. I ask, now: Did I want a reckoning, or did I want to skip the struggle that reckoning entails 
and in meeting the ghost resolve my place in a historical matrix of relations from which I have 
benefitted by virtue of my whiteness?  
 When I was re-membered in/by the arrival of the ghost, I was grappling with the failure 
of my remembering—though the exact character of that failed openness was not clear until later, 
as I sat writing. When I had the sense that I had been ghosted, I was eager to inscribe it in text: to 
name the experience, and the spectral presence of the doubled child about whom I was writing. I 
wanted to capture her arrival on the page, even as I acknowledged that she was already gone. 
Slip forward: this, too, was a failure of my own remembering. What was missing at the time was 
my recognition of what Pollock calls “the extent to which writing displaces, even effaces ‘others’ 
and ‘other-worlds’ with its partial, opaque representations of them”—a realization which repeats, 
differently, here than it did (later) in my writing about Minka (“Performing Writing” 83). In this 




with the ghost through a paradigm that privileges explanation and assimilation to given narrative 
frameworks, I had closed myself off to—effaced—the fullness of the experience of haunting.49 
To perform hauntological memory with a true concern for justice, I came to understand, demands 
that we step outside of our impulse to rationalize—and to capture, even through writing.50 
 I came to understand that to follow the ghost, I had to stop writing, because even to write 
the ghost was to operationalize her, to cut short the possibilities of my being-haunted by 
demanding her static presence in my written scholarship. A hauntological orientation to memory 
must understand the agency of the ghost as taking precedence over our own agency in 
performances of remembering.51 It demands that we stop what we are doing and remember when 
the ghost comes, even if it is inconvenient, or in a place that is not a memorial bench on a 
Saturday during the hours blocked off for the purpose of meditating on ghosts. When the ghost 
came, she found me. And (as I’d hoped for Minka) when she was ready to go, she left. Following 
 
49 As Powell and Shaffer argue, following Derrida, “We cannot sense the ghost as a subject or an 
identity that resides in understanding as knowledge” (13). I offer now (from experience) that to 
know this theoretically does not preclude us from seeking that understanding.  
 
50 As I will discuss in more detail later, both Krug and Greg Childs make explicit a connection 
between archival work that attempts to trace the lives of enslaved individuals and the work of the 
slave catcher—both of which, they argue, hinge on the idea of “capture.” Childs asks: “When as 
a historian, in other words, is it okay to let fugitives remain at large, to not follow the dictum of 
the discipline and rigorously comb the archive for more evidence and traces of a subject who was 
clearly trying to avoid being captured and documented and disciplined?” (emphasis mine).  
 
51 Powell and Shaffer take up the charge of Derridean hospitality, citing the ways that both 
performer and audience can practice a radical openness despite the fact that “true hospitality is 
impossible” (16). But in performances of hauntological memory, the role of the performer is 
itself ghosted—and ghostly. Taylor argues that “performance makes visible (for an instant, live, 
now) that which is always already there: the ghosts, the tropes, the scenarios that structure our 
individual and collective life” (Archive and Repertoire 143). I am left with the sense that this 
performance of memory, this making visible, was not, in the end, my performance: I tried to 
remember and was re-membered by the ghost. Gordon argues that “[t]he ghost has an agency on 
the people it is haunting and we can call that agency desire, motivation, or standpoint” (179). We 




Phelan’s sense that “[p]erformance’s being… becomes itself through disappearance,” the ghost-
as-revenant did not disappear entirely, but I acknowledged the agency of her performance by 
asking where the ghost was trying to lead me, rather than attempting to fix in writing the moment 
of her arrival (146).52 
 I came to understand that to follow the ghost, I had to stop writing, because even to write 
the ghost was to operationalize her, to cut short the possibilities of my being-haunted by 
demanding her static presence in my written scholarship. Where the ghost was trying to lead me 
was back into writing, differently. This is a hallmark of this dissertation in its entirety: writing, 
unwriting, rewriting, always differently, in the search of provisional, situated commemorative 
ethics that might eventually—hopefully—crystallize, pattern, constellate, and exceed their own 
specificity. So here I am, writing, again. The presence of the ghost is anything but static; I write 
as a scholar, ghosted, an afternoon of sitting on a bench infused with the dynamism of repetition.  
 To be ghosted is to be drawn into the temporality of the ghost. I have been re-membered 
as a scholar driven by a sense that some things are a long way from final. Through my encounter 
with the ghost, I have been re-membered as an unfinished writer who believes in the radical 
possibility of some further iteration and who attempts to escape the sedimenting impulses of 
repetition through writing about my writing’s repetitions.  
Priscilla is Not Her Name  
 
 I failed over and over again in service of my initial attempt to describe my haunted 
encounter with Priscilla. Slip back: I wanted to hold the moment of the coming of the ghost, and 
 
52 I am not engaging Phelan here to make an argument about the “present” life of performance. 
My reading also differs from Powell and Shaffer, who critique Phelan by arguing that “haunting 
imagines performance as never disappearing,” and through their engagement with the concept of 




so I named her. I was thinking about Priscilla, the child from Sierra Leone, when I felt the 
haunting materialize. She came as her own revenant—she was Priscilla, the baby daughter, but 
she brought with her in the doubling of the name the ghost of the girl from the African Passages 
exhibit. I called her Priscilla, but Priscilla was not her name. The fact is: This girl’s African name 
has been lost in time and bondage. The exhibit’s copy softens discursive violence, substituting 
“lost” as a euphemism for “stolen,” “replaced,” “erased.” This girl’s African name was stolen 
from her; it was replaced with the signifier “Priscilla”; the name she was given at birth was 
erased by the violence of the transatlantic slave trade.    
 The name is, itself, haunted: I cannot speak “Priscilla” without speaking, too, the 
violence of her un-naming. I missed, for a time, the same thing that the characters in Beloved 
missed: “neither Sethe nor the others can perceive that the ghost that is haunting them is haunted 
herself,” Gordon asserts (140). The child from Sierra Leone was haunted by Priscilla, Margaret 
Garner’s baby daughter, who was in turn haunted by the violence of the child from Sierra 
Leone’s un-naming. But I didn’t know what else to call her, so I called her Priscilla, a stable 
signifier to hold her through the moment of arrival. 
  What am I left with, in the aftermath? Not Priscilla, but “Priscilla” as a marker for a 
moment of doubling that overcame the ordinary register of coincidence. Two Priscillas cannot be 
a coincidence; as Taylor puts it, “[t]he ghost is, by definition, a repetition, Derrida’s revenant”—
a “second coming,” one who returns (Archive and Repertoire 142). A girl, two girls, a ghostly 
constellation walked up out of the water. Two “Priscillas,” both names troubled by discursive 
and physical violence. Beloved uses Margaret Garner’s surname to allude to the continued 
discursive violence of the proper name beyond the Middle Passage, under conditions of slavery. 




drowning as a young child during her family’s return to slavery, but growing up free in Ohio, 
maybe even attending Oberlin—she was also given a new name. But even as “Priscilla” becomes 
“Denver,” “Garner” continues to mark the narrative: it is the name given to the master of Sweet 
Home. Importantly, Sethe and her children are not referred to as Sethe or Denver Garner—
Morrison extricates them from a discursive system that would mark them as property, and by 
naming the owner of Sweet Home Mr. Garner comments on the likely origins of the historical 
Margaret Garner’s family name. 
 I called her (them) Priscilla, even as I was haunted still by the fact that Priscilla was just 
a placeholder for something—someone—far more complex and live and gone than the signifier 
could possibly begin to describe. This was a start: the start, for me, of naming the name troubled 
in the context of remembering slavery and the persistence of its violence in American life. 
Priscilla is not her name. Priscilla is the only name I have for her. The name is a violence. Not 
saying anything, giving up with a shrug and not writing (about) her at all, is more violent. I write 
from a liminal space, where justice is a long way off but I point my feet in its direction, 
maneuvering a back-and-forth shuffle between name and not-name, inching forward.  
A Girl Called “Priscilla”  
 
 I am in search of four hundred years’ worth of names. It is August 2019, and today is four 
hundred years to the day—at least as the date is remembered—after the arrival of approximately 
twenty enslaved Africans at Point Comfort, near the Virginia colony of Jamestown. While there 




perhaps the British at Roanoke, this is the date, and Jamestown is the place, that’s stuck.53 A 
beginning that’s been claimed for a history that isn’t over.  
 I am in search of the unsettled legacy of Jamestown from the outskirts of Jamestown, an 
accidental co-location brought about by a year’s writing fellowship that has allowed me to leave 
North Carolina, where I attended graduate school, and join my husband in Williamsburg, 
Virginia, where he works. I arrived in May and spent a lonely summer writing, or trying to write, 
which consisted mostly of staring at blank documents for moments that seemed long… but were 
perhaps too short to allow any new—uncomfortably new—thoughts to take shape.  
 Sitting at the computer, (not) writing. I would convince myself that I’d tried, and that I 
could try again later, and then I would quit. I was in search of coherence. I was vexed by my 
inability to extricate myself from a line of thinking that had no easy conclusion: Priscilla is not 
her name. Denver is not her name; her name is Priscilla. Priscilla was not her name—I do not 
know her name. Two years ago, I went to the bench certain that the ghost would stitch up 
memory rather than further unravel it, and I was wrong. Now I write as one ghosted, in the 
tensive space between the signifier “Priscilla” and its negation—no neat edges.  
 I am in search of words and tell myself that I cannot find them because every time I start 
writing, I find myself drawn back into the quandary of the name. Priscilla, “Priscilla,” “a girl 
called ‘Priscilla.’” And this is true, but it is also true that writing is not an emotionally neutral 
task, and I have had no extra words since my sister moved into a group home in April. Two years 
ago, when I visited Sullivan’s Island for the first time, the material form of the Bench by the 
 
53 The overemphasis of 1619 as an originary moment has been critiqued, on both historical and 




Road demanded that I stop, sit, rest a while, take my time. Pause. My writing repeats this 
moment, and this moment repeats in my writing. Summer 2019: Pause.  
 Summer winds down, becomes August, and I begin to force words. I write because I have 
stopped writing for too long, but also because this month marks itself for the ghost. It is the 400th 
anniversary of the landing near Jamestown, and I am living near Jamestown. All summer long 
Beloved has sat (mostly unopened) on my desk, waiting for me, and on August 5, Toni Morrison 
passes away at the age of eighty-eight. Writing becomes a performance of memory not only for 
the unknown and unknowable others whose “rememories” inhabit the landscape of Sullivan’s 
Island, but also for Morrison herself. My writing is ghosted now by a sense of “before” and 
“after”—the demarcation between the two a moment that emerged from my blind spot, 
unexpected (Gordon xvi). How do you remember the one to whom you looked to guide your 
own remembering? What can an emerging scholar say that might begin to do justice by a woman 
like Toni Morrison?  
 Morrison’s own words return, an echo of her Nobel Lecture: We know you can never do 
it properly—once and for all. Passion is never enough; neither is skill. But try. 
 In possession of a signifier that would allow me to locate the gone-again ghost in archival 
documents, I went looking for the girl called “Priscilla.” I found her in a 1998 book called Slaves 
in the Family, written by the descendant of a family that owned “more than twenty” Charleston-
area rice plantations (Ball 7). Edward Ball writes that his ancestor, Elias Ball II, did business 
with Henry Laurens, a slave trader who was a relative to the Ball family by marriage. In 1756, 
Elias Ball II purchased six children from Laurens: Sancho, Peter, Brutus, Harry, Belinda, and 
Priscilla (193). Time slips, repeats: Exactly one hundred years before Margaret Garner and her 




plantation. According to Ball, “Priscilla’s descendants would continue to live on Ball plantations 
until Emancipation in early 1865” (195).    
 Edward Ball writes of meeting Priscilla’s descendants—relatives still living in Charleston 
who were also referenced in the African Passages exhibit at the Fort Moultrie Visitor Center. He 
describes sitting with them and telling them what he knew about her:  
“Sometimes it’s possible to put together family trees for people in slavery,” [he] said, 
“and what I have is an ancestry for the Martin family that goes back to a girl named 
Priscilla, who came to Charleston in the year 1756, from the Sierra Leone River, in West 
Africa.” I brought out a family tree mapping the lineage. “I don’t have any evidence of 
her African name, only the name Priscilla. After she arrived, on a ship called the Hare, 
she was sold, on June 30, 1756, to a man called Elias Ball II, who brought her to 
Comingtee plantation, where she established a family that continued to live in slavery to 
the Balls for a hundred and ten years. Seven generations after Priscilla comes you, Mr. 
Martin.” (213) 
 
I don’t have any evidence of her African name: Of the slave trader Laurens and his partner, 
George Austin, Ball writes, “Austin and Laurens did not write down the African names of people 
aboard their ships; they were simply ‘Negroes’ until sold” (190). The name “Priscilla” is 
explicitly marked in Ball’s account as a signifier that labels a property transaction. The 
documentary origin of “Priscilla” as the girl’s name, then, is as a designator that marks this 
particular child as a commodity.54  
 I do not know this child’s name, but the signifier “Priscilla” allowed me to recognize the 
young girl from Sierra Leone as the matriarch of an eight-generation Charleston family. The 
name “Priscilla” is doubly productive: it is traced through with genealogical significance, 
 
54 Hartman describes the shift from person to commodity: “The slaves corralled in the yard of the 
castle experienced the death of slaves—they lived and breathed, but they were dead in the social 
world of men… The dead were reborn as new identities were foisted upon them. But what the 
slaves knew rather intimately was that ‘neither death nor rebirth was glorious’; rather, they were 
part and parcel of the life of the commodity. Slavery annulled lives, transforming men and 




instantiating generations of kinship bonds, but it also simultaneously reinscribes this child and 
her descendants in an inherently violent system. To echo Hartman, the “founding violence” of 
this genealogy is its doubled status as property record (“Venus” 10).  
 A colleague who knew of my search encountered her next, on a trip to the National 
Museum of African American History and Culture (NMAAHC). I made my own trip to the 
museum a month later—last month, in July of 2019—actively looking for Priscilla. I found her 
quickly, in an exhibit titled The Lowcountry, in a room that provided information about slavery 
in the colonies, on the first floor of the historical exhibition—the lowest floor of the museum, an 
elevator ride down three floors from the entrance. This exhibit contextualizes the history of the 
Ball family’s agricultural success, explaining that rice planters in South Carolina were reliant on 
the knowledge of West Africans. It was by “enslaving skill,” the exhibit tells visitors, that white 
South Carolinians became wealthy.  
 The child who became Priscilla is featured as a Voice from the Lowcountry. This is the 
formulation used by the museum, one which in this case makes visible the conspicuous absence 
of that which it marks: Priscilla’s voice. The portion of the Lowcountry exhibit dedicated to 
Priscilla begins with her name, followed by a block of descriptive text: In 1756 slave traders 
kidnapped a ten-year-old girl, sold her into slavery, and placed her aboard the slave ship Hare 
bound for Charleston, South Carolina. Renamed Priscilla, the girl was sold to Henry Laurens 
and then to Elias Ball. The slave owners’ records show that Priscilla lived on several plantations 
and bore ten children. The records say nothing about how she managed to live among strangers 
and form new families in the face of kidnapping, sale, and movement from plantation to 




personhood,” to return to Gordon) that ghosts the space between the imposed name and its 
referent.  
 To the left of the descriptive text is an image: the generic profile of a girl, light gray relief 
on the black background of the exhibit. Beneath the child’s profile, a brief summary reads, 
Priscilla was taken from her family in western Africa as a young girl and sold into slavery. 
 Below the descriptive text are images of two primary documents: the ship manifest from 
the Hare and a property record from Elias Ball that lists Priscilla’s name. These documents 
illustrate that the archive can be but is not necessarily a memorial space—at least not in terms of 
memory as an ethical responsibility to the dead. The documents on display inscribe a stolen child 
into a social and economic system that negates her personhood. Hartman echoes again in the 
specificity of this display: Can remembering Priscilla undo this memory’s own foundational 
violence—the foundational violence of the system that inscribed her in the archive? How does 
one build a memorial from a property record?  
 Priscilla’s “voice” is one of a repeated pattern throughout the museum, the assignment of 
names and details, and as far as possible, personal stories to the historical periods described in 
the exhibits. Priscilla, a Voice from the Lowcountry. What has she said? What does she want us 
to know? The primary texts describe Priscilla as property—they don’t represent her voice but, as 
archival documents, are themselves sites of violence—the “founding violence” that structures 
slavery’s archive: the cataloguing of the violence of the capture, sale, and ownership of human 
beings. As Hartman argues, following Foucault, this founding violence “determines, regulates 
and organizes the kinds of statements that can be made about slavery and as well it creates 
subjects and objects of power” (“Venus” 10). As records of violence, the archival documents that 




the tangle of history and watch her appear and reappear in property records, in Edward Ball’s 
family papers, in museum exhibits from Sullivan’s Island to Washington, D.C.—are a repetition 
of moments (and a system) of dehumanization.  
 One of the men identified in the copy describing the ship manifest is granted a voice in 
the exhibit. He is not subjected to but is rather an agent of the system of dehumanization under 
which an un-named child from Sierra Leone became a child, then a woman, now a matriarch 
named Priscilla. This text identifies Henry Laurens by name—the slave trader from whom Elias 
Ball II bought Priscilla. At the very beginning of The Lowcountry exhibit, set apart in large print, 
is a quote attributed to Laurens: Gold Coast and Gambias [slaves] are the best, next to them the 
Windward Coast are prefer’d to Angolas, he said in 1755, the year before he bought and sold the 
child who became known as Priscilla to his relative Elias Ball.  
 I hear Henry Laurens’s voice as it echoes from the Lowcountry and am reminded of the 
first chapter of Gordon’s Ghostly Matters, called “her shape and his hand.” As she begins to 
define haunting, Gordon cites at length an excerpt from Patricia Williams’s The Alchemy of Race 
and Rights that encapsulates the play of presence, absence, voice, and power that I see at work in 
The Lowcountry exhibit. In the excerpt, Williams describes her search for her ancestor in the 
writings of her enslaver—a man named Austin Miller. I repeat it, again, here:  
I track meticulously the dimension of meaning in my great-great-grandmother as chattel: 
the meaning of money; the power of consumerist world view, the deaths of those we label 
the unassertive and the inefficient. I try to imagine where and who she would be today. I 
am engaged in a long-term project of tracking his [Austin Miller’s] words—through his 
letters and opinions—and those of his sons who were also lawyers and judges, of finding 
the shape described by her absence in all this.  
 
I see her shape and his hand in the vast networking of our society, and in the evils and 
oversights that plague our lives and laws. The control he had over her body. The force he 
was in her life, in the shape of my life today. The power he exercised in the choice to 




mate. In his attempt to own what no man can own, the habit of his power and the absence 
of her choice.  
 
I look for her shape and his hand. (Gordon 5-6, citing Williams 19)  
 
The hands that contour what I know of Priscilla are, like those of Austin Miller, white and male. 
I perform a repetition of the metonymic shift that grounded my writing about rowing: men 
become their hands. Their hands write (in) their names: Henry Laurens, Elias Ball II, Edward 
Ball.  
 What of her shape independent of his, their hands? Is such a sketch possible? And is it 
possible to remember her in the absence of such a sketch—in the absence even of the name 
imposed upon her? In Hartman’s words: “Is it possible to exceed or negotiate the constitutive 
limits of the archive?” (“Venus” 11). Hartman engages a writing method that she calls “critical 
fabulation”—a kind of storytelling that aims to both “[strain] against the limits of the archive to 
write a cultural history of the captive, and, at the same time, [enact] the impossibility of 
representing the lives of the captives precisely through the process of narration” (11). How do we 
tell a story of humanity about a woman named Priscilla when the name “Priscilla” signifies the 
dehumanization of the child she once was? How do we—I, as a white American living in relative 
prosperity in the twenty-first century—even begin to imagine this kind of dehumanization? Is it 
not impossible? Again: Hartman cautions that this “task of writing the impossible” is conditioned 
by the possibility (and likelihood) of failure. Like Hartman’s practice of critical fabulation, any 
attempt to write the ghost must be accompanied by a “readiness to accept the ongoing, 
unfinished and provisional character of this effort” (“Venus” 14). If coherence is the mark of 
scholarly success, my search for names that can be said, simply—spoken independent of the 







 When I went looking for Priscilla, the historical child, in historical documents, I was in 
debt to the ghost—ghosted—but failing, again, in following her lead. I was instead in search of a 
biographical “more”—whatever “more” might mean when I found it. Let’s go to the archive, I 
thought. The archive will answer my questions. I went to the archive, but the haunting remains 
waiting for me, I know now, and the ghost is the proper name. Stephan Palmié articulates the 
“feeling of being ‘haunted’” to moments “when our everyday worlds suddenly appear uncannily 
bereft of their normalcy”—stripping the veneer of normalcy leaves plain the image of worlds 
“built on the systematic (and systematically necessary) forgetting, displacement, and disavowal 
in time and space of that which propositions about the existence of spirits… provide powerfully 
estranging reminders” (11). The displayed archival documents that catalogue Priscilla’s arrival at 
Sullivan’s Island, sale to the Ball family, and lifelong enslavement masquerade as forms of 
remembering, as forms of marking the life of a woman in the early Americas. For me, tracing 
Priscilla from Sullivan’s Island to Ball’s book to the documents at the NMAAHC provides a 
“powerfully estranging reminder” that the “modern capitalist world system” we have inherited—
our “everyday world”—is Priscilla’s legacy (Palmié 7). The time, and everything that 
accompanies it, is still, always, inescapably, out of joint.  
 The normal made strange: defamiliarization.55 I repeat the name Priscilla knowing that it 
is not her name, each repetition stretching further and further toward excess. This making-
strange is itself a feature of linguistic repetition, where the word as a discrete unit, a signifier 
suggesting a sign in a system of difference, is upended by the upending of the system of 
 
55 I will discuss “defamiliarization” more fully—through Benjamin and Bertolt Brecht—in the 





difference—by unending sameness. The discrete bounds of the word blur in repetition; said too 
many times in succession, its syllables blend and it becomes something else entirely—something 
strange. Further, the repetition of the name, of this name—Priscilla, Priscilla, Priscilla doubled, 
Priscilla the child from Sierra Leone, Priscilla Margaret Garner’s daughter, Priscilla a girl in a 
boat, Priscilla a girl who made it and Priscilla a girl who didn’t make it—the repetition of the 
name Priscilla encapsulates both the repetition of the name-as-signifier and the repetition 
characteristic of the revenant.  
 The repetition of the name-as-signifier is its very function: to offer a stable marker for a 
body, in both the presence and the absence of that body. This is Kripke’s “rigid designator.” 
Further, as Jean-Francois Lyotard argues in The Differend, the name as referent constellates 
countless “senses,” or descriptive identifications.56 Its stability as rigid designator is part of the 
name’s draw, allowing me to link the child stolen from Africa, the child who survived the 
Middle Passage, the child who was sold by Henry Laurens to Elias Ball II, the child who became 
a woman who became a mother to ten children and the head of a Charleston family through a 
common linguistic marker: Priscilla.  
 Its inherent repetition enables the haunting—the haunt-ability—of the name. It is the 
name’s haunt-ability to which the “Say Her Name” movement is bound: the promise that Sandra 
Bland will unsettle systems of power in its/her repetition. The return of the revenant signals the 
repetition of hauntology, the “coming back” of the name-as-disruption to trouble any attempt to 
speak (of) the girl who became known as Priscilla (Derrida, Specters 10). The name becomes the 
disruption of the normal when “Priscilla” refuses to assimilate to a project of memory that 
 
56 As an example, Lyotard cites various descriptors, or senses, of Aristotle: “The philosopher 
born in Stagira, Plato’s disciple, Alexander’s tutor. In nominative phrases, they are always 




commemorates the dead by saying their names. We call her Priscilla; Priscilla is not her name; 
Priscilla is the only name we have for this woman. What should we call her, if not Priscilla? If 
she is both Priscilla and not Priscilla, then not only can the ghost of the girl not be settled into 
signification, but the name itself marks a haunting violence that leaves me, once again, at a loss 
for words. But I cannot stop here. Morrison, again: We know you can never do it properly—once 
and for all… But try.  
 To speak of a Derridean hauntology rather than ontology is to destabilize the idea of 
being through the repetition of the ghost. “Repetition and first time, but also repetition and last 
time, since the singularity of any first time, makes of it also a last time. Each time is the event 
itself, a first time is a last time,” Derrida writes (10, emphasis original). If each return of the 
ghost “is the event itself,” then the ideas of first time and last time as singularities are impossible 
because the ghost, we know, “begins by coming back” (Derrida 11). As I play with the concept 
here, hauntology also becomes an ethical orientation. It is a mandate to continue writing, to keep 
trying to articulate a remembering that undoes the violence of the archive. It is an 
acknowledgement that when even the name itself is sutured tightly into discursive registers that 
dehumanize their referents, the start is both a long way off and demands actualization in the 
present. 
 For the act of address that constitutes the calling of the name, is there not a “first time”—
a time before repetition? Was there not a first time the child from Africa was called Priscilla? 
What can we say about this first time? In Lose Your Mother, Hartman lingers on the question of 
what it meant for the newly enslaved to forget. “Slavery,” Hartman writes, “made your mother 
into a myth, banished your father’s name, and exiled your siblings to the far corners of the earth” 




Every part of West Africa that trafficked in slaves possessed its own Lethe, rivers and 
streams whose water made slaves forget their past, dense groves that trapped old 
memories in the web of leaves, rocks that obstructed entrance to the past, amulets that 
deafened a man to his mother tongue, and shrines that pared and pruned time so that only 
today was left. (156)  
 
Different stories, Hartman notes, “but all of them ended the same—the slave loses mother” 
(155). The slave also loses their father’s name, but for Hartman, it is the broken link between the 
enslaved and mother that is so striking as to warrant endless repetition in the form of the book’s 
title.   
 The slave stolen from home and forced to labor in a new land loses mother, and then, as 
Beloved illustrates, the formula reverses as it repeats across time: too often, mother loses child. 
The forgetting that Hartman describes as orienting the enslaved to new lives across the Atlantic 
reverberates through the particular violence of slavery as an institution that refuses to grant 
women the signifier “mother.” Baby Suggs recalls this loss, remembers that when her youngest 
child, Halle, was born, “she barely glanced at” him, “because it wasn’t worth the trouble to try 
and learn features you would never see change into adulthood anyway” (163). She had been 
separated from seven children before Halle. She describes the forgetting entailed in her loss, 
telling Sethe: “‘My firstborn. All I can remember of her is how she loved the burned bottom of 
bread. Can you beat that? Eight children and that’s all I remember” (6).  
 When Sethe tells Paul D about her choice to kill her daughter rather than see her taken 
back into slavery, she describes her arrival in Ohio as bringing with it a newfound sense of her 
own maternal power. “‘I did it. I got us all out,’” she tells him:  
“We was here. Each and every one of my babies and me too. I birthed them and I got em 
out and it wasn’t no accident. I did that… But it was more than that. It was a kind of 
selfishness I never knew nothing about before. It felt good. Good and right. I was big, 
Paul D, and deep and wide and when I stretched out my arms all my children could get in 
between. I was that wide. Look like I loved em more after I got here. Or maybe I couldn’t 





Ultimately, we see Sethe lose her children to the violence of slavery: the crawling toddler to a 
cemetery and her sons run off by the ghost. And like Baby Suggs, Sethe begins to lose her 
memory of her boys (6). The forgetting of Lethe echoes here, a visual rhyme.  
  The mother repeats, lost and found across slavery as an economic system. Priscilla’s ten 
children, Baby Suggs’s eight children, Margaret Garner and Sethe’s children were all born slaves 
because their mothers were slaves. Slavery was a maternal inheritance in the colonial and 
American legal systems. Hartman describes a scene in Beloved in which Sethe’s own mother 
shows her young daughter a brand by which Sethe can identify her mother, if necessary. “The 
stamp of the commodity haunts the maternal line and is transferred from one generation to the 
next. The daughter, Sethe, will carry the burden of her mother’s dispossession and inherit her 
dishonored condition” (Lose Your Mother 80). “The mother’s mark, not the father’s name, 
determined your fate,” Hartman writes (80). That the mark is embodied draws me to Kristeva, to 
the mother’s body as “the ordering principle of the semiotic chora” (27). For Kristeva, separation 
from the mother emplaces the child in the “symbolic order,” whose instantiation is characterized 
“by the break between signifier and signified” (47-48). The break between the signifier and 
signified is, in turn, “constitutive of language” (48). The name is part of this symbolic order, 
made possible by language, never coextensive with its referent. In the system of chattel slavery, 
it is the body of the mother that determines the child’s imbrication in a symbolic order that is 
upheld by the name’s repetition in property records and bills of sale.   
 Many women, like Patricia Williams’s great-great-grandmother, were forced to bear their 
master’s children. The mother’s mark, not the father’s name, determined their fate. Under this 
reality—and its aftermaths—arise maternal genealogies. Hartman describes one branch of her 




a Van Eiker, as had her mother and her mother before her,” she writes (81). The name “Priscilla” 
weaves through two maternal genealogies. Priscilla, the child from Sierra Leone, had a 
granddaughter and a great-granddaughter named Priscilla. “‘We have a Priscilla living now,’” 
one of her descendants tells Edward Ball (213; for genealogy see 424-425). Margaret Garner’s 
mother was also named Priscilla. Census records indicate that while this Priscilla was “black,” 
Margaret was “mulatto”—meaning that her father was white, likely Priscilla’s enslaver. In turn, 
three of Margaret’s four children, including both of her daughters, were likely fathered by 
Archibald Gaines.57 Both of Margaret’s daughters are emplaced in maternal family lines: the 
older daughter, Mary, shares a name with Robert Garner’s mother; the younger, Priscilla, with 
Margaret’s mother.58  
 The name stakes a familial claim. Morrison furthers this point through her evocation of 
its negative: unnamed, unclaimed babies conceived by sexual violence. In Beloved, Sethe’s 
mother was a survivor of the Middle Passage. Another woman, Nan, tells young Sethe that she 
and Sethe’s mother “were together from the sea,” and that both women were raped repeatedly. 
Nan tells Sethe what happened to the children that resulted from these acts of sexual violence: 
Sethe’s mother “‘threw them all away but you. The one from the crew she threw away on the 
island. The others from more whites she also threw away. Without names, she threw them. You 
she gave the name of the black man. She put her arms around him. The others she did not put her 
arms around’” (74, emphasis mine). Sethe is the only child her mother named—the only child 
not born of rape. This story is not one that ends with a moral judgment: Sethe, remembering the 
 
57 For information about Margaret Garner and her mother and children, see Steven 
Weisenburger, “A Historical Margaret Garner.”  
 
58 Historian Sylviane Diouf notes that during the nineteenth century, enslaved parents were 




story again as an adult, is “angry, but not certain at what.” Likewise, Ella, a leader of the women 
in town, decides to help drive out the ghost that torments Sethe in part because she does not 
believe that the past should be allowed to enact this kind of revenge. Ella “had delivered, but 
would not nurse, a hairy white thing, fathered by ‘the lowest yet.’ It lived five days never making 
a sound. The idea of that pup coming back to whip her too set her jaw working, and then Ella 
hollered” (305).  
 The negation of the act of naming here morphs. Ella’s yell is the negation of language 
altogether, a sound of suffering that exceeds Kristeva’s symbolic order. The women join her yell 
as they stand outside 124: “In the beginning there were no words. In the beginning was the 
sound, and they all knew what that sound sounded like” (305). Morrison repeats the opening to 
the Gospel of John, with a difference that makes all the difference. In the beginning was the 
Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God… and the Word was made flesh. The 
Word is masculine; the sound, as the purview of the women who walk to 124 to rid Sethe of her 
ghost, is distinctly feminine. The sound is articulated to suffering, to Ella’s recollection of her 
own suffering and her determination to keep the past in the past, unnamed babies and all—and 
the utter, shattering atrocity of what was done to her.  
 The sound is the feminine inheritance, before the name, in the beginning. But this is not 
the version of the story that has been passed down. Instead, power inheres in the Word, and men 
continue their inheritance by imposing names—a dark mirror held to Benjamin’s assertion that 
the power to name is man’s “linguistic being” (“On Language as Such” 64). What can we say 
about the first time that Priscilla was called Priscilla? This moment before repetition: this 
foundational moment of Althusserian (mis)recognition. When she was called, hailed, Priscilla, 




Althusser describes as constitutive of the subject?59 Did she recognize herself as Priscilla, or did 
she resist the finality of that first time? The first time she answered emplaced her in a dominant 
order, one in which she was labeled as commodity. A ten-year-old girl loses her mother, one of 
millions of reiterative losses that collectively sear the sound of Ella’s grief and anger and 
suffering into the ordinary discursive marker of the name.  
 In Beloved, Morrison imagines the refusal of an imposed name. In the novel, Sethe’s 
husband, Halle, buys his mother’s freedom from Sweet Home before Sethe is purchased by the 
Garners. Baby Suggs questioned Halle’s choice, wondering “What for? What does a sixty-odd-
year-old slavewoman who walks like a three-legged dog need freedom for?” But when she 
reached Ohio—reached free ground—freedom (like the ghost) dawned on her.  
Something’s the matter. What’s the matter? What’s the matter? she asked herself. She 
didn’t know what she looked like and was not curious. But suddenly she saw her hands 
and thought with a clarity as simple as it was dazzling, “These hands belong to me. These 
my hands.” Next she felt a knocking in her chest and discovered something else new: her 
own heartbeat. Had it been there all along? This pounding thing? She felt like a fool and 
began to laugh out loud. Mr. Garner looked over his shoulder at her with wide brown 
eyes and smiled himself. “What’s funny, Jenny?” (166, emphasis original)  
 
She felt freedom in her body, a repetition of the feeling of freedom Morrison describes as 
overtaking her after she left her job and sat by the water on the day she was called to write 
Beloved. That day, Morrison thought about “what ‘free’ could possibly mean to women” (xvi). 
Baby Suggs feels freedom, and that freedom calls forth a sound of its own: laughter. When Mr. 
Garner inquires “what’s funny,” rather than answer she “thought it was a good time to ask him 
something she had long wanted to know”: “‘why you all call me Jenny?’” (167).  
 The conversation that follows describes a name that never passed from a site of 
misrecognition to a successful marker of interpellation. It also lays bare the violence of naming 
 




and un-naming: Jenny is a proper name that an enslaver referenced in a bill of sale but never 
used to address its (supposed) referent; at the same time, her chosen name re-members familial 
bonds broken by the institution of slavery.  
“Mr. Garner,” she said, “why you all call me Jenny?” 
 
“’Cause that what’s on your sales ticket, gal. Ain’t that your name? What you call 
yourself?” 
 
“Nothing,” she said. “I don’t call myself nothing.”  
 
The meaning here doubles: Baby Suggs is telling Mr. Garner that she does not call herself 
anything, but she is also telling him that she calls herself Nothing. Read either way, she refuses 
to enter the symbolic order. And if she calls herself Nothing, then she is obligated to answer to 
nothing—like Odysseus, who tells the Cyclops that his name is Noman and is able to escape 
detection when the Cyclops tells his comrades that Noman is killing me.  
Mr. Garner went red with laughter. “When I took you out of Carolina, Whitlow called 
you Jenny and Jenny Whitlow is what his bill said. Didn’t he call you Jenny?” 
 
“No, sir. If he did I didn’t hear it.” 
 
“What did you answer to?” 
 
“Anything, but Suggs is what my husband name.”  
The bill of sale implicates Baby Suggs in a system of property: she is “Whitlow” because her 
enslaver is Whitlow; she is “Jenny” because he says so—even if he did not bother to tell her as 
much. But the woman who calls herself Nothing answers to Anything, continuing to negate 
interpellation through the proper name. To “answer to anything” resists settling into a single 
signifier, one through which she can be traced in bills of sale and property records. This recalls 




“genealogy of the anonymous” (188). In this case, when the name does settle, it is one she 
inherits from her husband, not one that has been imposed on her: Suggs. 
“You got married, Jenny? I didn’t know it.” 
“Manner of speaking.” 
“You know where he is, this husband?” 
“No, sir.” 
“Is that Halle’s daddy?” 
“No, sir.” 
“Why you call him Suggs, then? His bill of sale says Whitlow too, just like yours.”  
 “Suggs is my name, sir. From my husband. He didn’t call me Jenny.” 
Mr. Garner learns more about Baby Suggs on this ride to freedom than he has ever known—or 
cared to know, it seems. He has been aware of the discrepancy between her bill of sale and the 
name she gave Halle—he knows that she calls him “Suggs,” even though both of their bills of 
sale say “Whitlow.” Baby Suggs makes it clear that Suggs is Halle’s name because she has 
chosen it as such—Suggs is not Halle’s father, but Halle is her son, and Suggs was her husband. 
She discursively creates familial ties otherwise denied.  
“What did he call you?” 
“Baby.” 
“Well,” said Mr. Garner, going pink again, “if I was you I’d stick to Jenny Whitlow. 
Baby Suggs ain’t no name for a freed Negro.” (167)  
 
But Halle’s mother has never recognized herself as Jenny Whitlow. She understood that the 
Garners called her this, but her initial question—“why you all call me Jenny?”—makes clear that 
she is not, and has never been, Jenny. She calls herself nothing, and prior to her arrival at the 




someone who loved her once addressed her: Baby. The absence of a proper name leaves open the 
possibility of self-naming. Now that she is free, Halle’s mother is met with a choice: to be Jenny 
Whitlow, as suggested, or to be (to become) otherwise.  
 In her first moments of freedom, Halle’s mother denies the name imposed on her by a bill 
of sale. The reader learns that one reason for this denial is that her husband, Suggs, escaped from 
slavery and his name is all she has left. “Now how could he find or hear tell of her if she was 
calling herself some bill-of-sale name?” she wonders (168, emphasis mine). While for many 
newly freed slaves, the bill of sale name was a discursive record their family could use to find 
them, Baby Suggs implies that her husband knows her otherwise—on his own terms. So when 
the time comes for her to introduce herself—to claim her identity—she chooses to name herself 
in relation to her husband, and further, to claim his term of erotic endearment rather than default 
to propriety. The first person she speaks to in Ohio is a free black woman who introduces herself 
as Janey. “Suggs,” the woman who is not Jenny Whitlow responds. “Baby Suggs” (169). She 
enters the symbolic on her own terms, claiming the name that Mr. Garner tells her “‘ain’t no 
name for a freed Negro’” (167).  
 The name, for Baby Suggs, is both a return to a familial and romantic relationship held 
onto despite separation and an act of discursive freedom: the choice to take a name, to signify 
herself with a particularity beyond Nothing and Anything, and to do so in a way that makes her 
former enslaver “go pink” with discomfort. This embodied sign of discomfort points beyond 
itself, gesturing—ironically—back to the sexual abuse suffered by so many enslaved women at 
the hands of white men.60 Baby Suggs dares claim herself as feminine through her choice of 
name, and Mr. Garner’s blush recognizes this claim.  
 




 Did Priscilla call herself something else, something that eludes the archival record? Did 
the other children that Elias Ball II purchased alongside her in 1756 know her African name? Did 
they remember it? If so, for how long? Sethe remembers Nan and her own mother as women 
who “used different words”—words in a language “Sethe understood then but could neither 
recall nor repeat now” (74). That language “would never come back”; in one generation, it has 
been forgotten. How much more quickly might young children have forgotten how to signify 
themselves and each other outside the totalizing system in which they found themselves? When 
Zora Neale Hurston went to interview Cudjo Lewis, a former slave who was brought to the 
United States on the last slave ship—the Clotida—in 1860, his eyes filled with “tears of joy” 
when he heard her call him by his African name. It was the late 1920s, sixty years after his 
capture, and he tells Hurston, “‘Nobody don’t callee me my name from cross de water but you’” 
(17). But he continues to claim himself, even in the absence of others to use the name: “‘My 
name is not Cudjo Lewis. It Kossula” (19). Kossula lived in slavery for five years before the end 
of the American Civil War. He arrived in the United States as a young adult. Priscilla was 
enslaved at age ten and spent the rest of her life a slave. Had she been interviewed as an old 
woman, would she have established herself similarly? My name is not Priscilla. It’s— 
 For Kossula, hearing his name is a source of both pain and pride. His happy tears at 
Hurston’s appearance—and use of his name—turn to “anguish” as the name reminds him that he 
will not see his home again (19). The name becomes metonymic for all that he has lost. But it is 
also metonymic of possibility: the possibility that his family will learn of what has happened to 
him, will continue to remember him in his absence.  
When he lifted his wet face again he murmured, “Thankee Jesus! Somebody come ast 
about Cudjo! I want tellee somebody who I is, so maybe dey go in de Afficky soil some 




everywhere you go to tell everybody whut Cudjo say, and how come I in Americky soil 
since de 1859 and never see my people no mo.” (19)  
 
It is his name, Kossula, which links the young man from Africa with the old man a world away 
in Alabama. Kossula may have lost his mother, in Hartman’s words, but his name offers a link 
back, a lifeline that may render him found once again.  
 In Hurston’s account, Kossula implies that his American enslaver attempted to call him 
by his African name but could not pronounce it, and that it was Kossula himself who told the 
man to call him Cudjo instead (20). As historian Sylviane Diouf notes, “Cudjo” is a “day-name,” 
or a name that would have been used for boys born on Monday in Kossula’s culture (92). What 
about Priscilla? Who chose this name that was not her name? In some cases, as in that of one of 
the most famous enslaved Africans from the colonial era, names were a matter of naming after. 
In a section of her book In the Wake: On Blackness and Being entitled “How a Girl Becomes a 
Ship,” Christina Sharpe describes the naming of Phillis Wheatley. Phillis was an abducted 
African child, and later an accomplished poet, who arrived in the United States in 1761—five 
years after Priscilla—on the slave ship Phillis (41-42). What more violent act of naming than 
naming a child after the slave ship that stole her from her home? This renaming is a re-
membering, metonymically shifting the body of a child into the body of a slave.61  
 But Priscilla was brought to the United States on the Hare, not a ship called the Priscilla. 
So why Priscilla? This question constellates several others: Where did you get your name? What 
does it mean? For whom are you named? These questions, common as they are, are in this case 
deeply haunted. The ordinary made strange: The act of naming a child is a performance of care, 
 
61 Sharpe cites June Jordan’s “The Difficult Miracle of Black Poetry in America or Something 
like a Sonnet for Phillis Wheatley”: “‘Until then Phillis had been somebody’s child. Now she 




but this child was named Priscilla after she was abducted, layered with other bodies in a ship’s 
hull, carried across oceans, and sold into an economy that depended on enslaved labor. If her 
previous name was an act of familial love, the name she was given when she was sold into 
slavery is a perversion of the familial relationship. In Diouf’s words:  
To rename a person was not a simple matter of identification, but it was a symbolic 
severance from the past, from an identity other than that of a slave. Designed to 
annihilate people’s own sense of self, culture, kinship, ethnic origin, and religion, it was 
an act that asserted the owner’s total authority, including in the most intimate domain. 
Name-giving was the realm of the family. By naming the enslaved, the owners plainly 
established their dominion over them. (90)  
 
This act of discursive violence damns everything it touches, including the name and the namer. 
Gordon traces a passage in Beloved in which it becomes clear that “whites have already been 
touched and invaded as if from the outside by a world of their own making” (190; Morrison 
234). I extend Gordon’s suggestion that the “white name…harbor[s] precisely this same history” 
(189). Haunting the names Henry Laurens and Elias Ball II are Priscilla and the other children 
from the Hare. These names—Laurens and Ball—are ghosted by their referents’ own meticulous 
record keeping, by the demands for justice issued from the children in their ship manifests and 
property records.  
Finding Angelo  
 
 As part of the four hundredth anniversary of the 1619 landing at Jamestown, I attended an 
all-day seminar at the settlement’s museum in early August 2019. The day was called “Finding 
Angelo: Honoring the First African Women in Virginia”; the seminar was designed around 
archival documents displayed at the museum as part of a special year-long exhibit on women in 
Jamestown. I knew before I arrived at the Jamestown Settlement that day that Angelo (or 




She arrived at Point Comfort on an English ship called the Treasurer in August of 1619 after 
being stolen from a Portuguese slave ship headed for Mexico. Angelo’s name is listed in two 
documents from the early 1620s; both of these documents are on loan to Jamestown from the 
National Archives of the United Kingdom. 
 Finding Angelo: If I go looking—when I go looking—what do I do with what I find? I 
went to Jamestown that day knowing that Angelo was an archival woman—a woman about 
whom we could speak in some concrete sense when so many others leave no graspable trace, no 
foothold for the imagination. But from the start, I felt a sense of unease, a creeping dis-ease: this 
woman, like Priscilla, like Phillis Wheatly, like Jenny Whitlow Nothing/Anything Baby Suggs, 
comes to us as a disrupted (and disrupting) sign, existing linguistically only under a name that 
was not (or at least not originally) her own.62  
 Krug gave one of the lectures that day, clearly articulating the unsettled ethics of a 
mandate to Find Angelo. As she puts it in Fugitive Modernities:  
Bemoaning archival silences places the historian in the role of the slave catcher, prowling 
through the darkness to capture the bodies of those fleeing violence and terror to subject 
them to bright searchlights, interrogations, and all manner of disciplining/disciplinary 
brutality. The absence of those in whose histories I am interested from the archives is a 
reason to celebrate, not mourn…. Of course, not all who evade the violence through 
which African people and their descendants in the Americas enter the archives live and 
die umarked by the viciousness of state capital. However, it is certain that none who enter 
the archives do. (9)  
 
Angelo and Priscilla both exist in the archives. They are documented, rendered documentary, 
through the imposition of names by which to trace them as property. Jenny Whitlow is what his 
 
62 I borrow the strikethrough as an aesthetic (and ethical) choice from Barry Jenkins’s account of 
Gabriel Prosser’s rebellion in the New York Times Magazine issue “The 1619 Project.” Jenkins 
strikes through the surnames of each enslaved individual he names in his piece, white enslavers’ 




bill said, Garner tells Baby Suggs, but she confirms that this name was never used to address 
her—only to classify her, one line among others on an inventory.  
 As the seminar wore on, I became increasingly convinced that any attempts on my part—
on the part of a white woman—to go searching for and ultimately find an enslaved black woman 
from the seventeenth century would do nothing but disturb whatever peaceful rest she had 
managed to achieve. This realization echoes but actually preceded my decision not to print 
Minka’s full name, as described in the last chapter. But in the context of Angelo, while to search 
felt invasive, I felt a compulsion to look. I am not the one who unearthed the documents from the 
archives in England. They are and were already there, openly on display in the Jamestown 
Settlement museum.  
 I am stuck in a liminal space, between looking and averting one’s eyes, in a moment of 
tension where I am driven to do both at once. My looking feels voyeuristic, an invasion of the 
privacy that the women I call Angelo and Priscilla would not have enjoyed in life. At the same 
time, to look away as a twenty-first century white woman is to deny my own reflection in the 
mirror, and, following Sedgwick in Touching Feeling, to suggest that in my “turning away” I am 
“ashamed for” these women—when in reality the shame is not theirs to bear (35-36, emphasis 
original). As Palmié and Gordon both point out, we are all imbricated in the legacies of 
slavery—and its contributions to contemporary capitalism. We must not forget that “white 
people are in the story too” (189), Gordon asserts, even if and when to acknowledge our place in 
structures of white supremacy constitutes the ultimate painful reckoning with that which haunts 
us (that which haunts—us).  
 What do I do with what I find? In the end, what I know about Priscilla, about Angelo, 




wide array of reading,” there are no readings “that are capable of resuscitating the girl[s],” no 
readings that are capable of breaking them out of the violent futures that their places in the 
archival records of white men promise and delivered (“Venus” 13). In the end, my search for 
Priscilla, for Angelo, bespeaks repetition: repetition of the violence of documentation; repetition 
of the problem of the name as it troubles (me) but I can’t stop using it, looking for it; repetition 
of ghosted moments and attempts to write the ghost. I have written myself into a corner, or 
perhaps up to a ledge. If the ghost has been theorized, what do we call that which remains in 
excess of intelligibility? What do we name the overwhelming tension between looking and 
looking away, the drive to do both at once?  
 What if, to return to Baby Suggs, we name this excess nothing, don’t force it to answer to 
anything? I understood that my failure to write the ghost arose, in part, because I wanted to 
assimilate her into known histories. I understood this failure, and then I made the mistake that 
ghosts the very idea of understanding our own limitations: I did it all over again. I went 
searching through documentary evidence, not for the ghost but for the girl herself. There she is! 
Greg Childs writes in conversation with Krug and wonders about the “ethics of… the will to 
know when we write and engage with histories of the enslaved” (emphasis mine). He suggests 
that “the drive to gather more information about subjects is a drive born out of the need to keep 
tragedy and loss at a comfortable, analytical distance, and it is the same drive in fact that 
undergirds constructions of archives to begin with.” There is an excess to haunting even beyond 
the ghost as a theorized concept, beyond Priscilla, beyond the failure of the name. To name this 
excess would be to emplace it at an analytical distance from itself—to displace it and in turn 




Standing by Thomas Jefferson’s Bench  
 
 It’s January 2020 now. I was in the National Museum of African American History and 
Culture last summer, having already found Priscilla, when the feeling hit me. Flash. Activation of 
absence. Tip-of-the-tongue. Draw in a breath… “Oh.” By the time you’ve said it, of course, the 
moment is already gone. Like the first time, it registered in my body before my mind caught up. 
As John Fiske argues, following Foucault, “[t]he body and its specific behavior is where the 
power system stops being abstract and becomes material. The body is where it succeeds or fails, 
where it is acceded to or struggled against” (162). The ghost’s arrival marks a shift in the power 
working on a body—a struggle for recognition, where that-which-haunts issues a demand for 
visibility to the very forces that have kept it invisible and unreckoned. The hair on my arms stood 
up before I knew that I was once again being ghosted.  
 The exhibit is called The Paradox of Liberty. A statue of Thomas Jefferson stands in the 
middle of the room. Behind him: All men are created equal… with certain inalienable rights… 
whenever any form of government becomes destructive of these ends, it is the right of the people 
to alter or abolish it, reads larger-than-life text on the room’s stone accent wall. Jefferson stands 
in front of—is dwarfed by—a stack of bricks that is not quite a wall, but is more organized than a 
pile. On each brick, a name. Sarah, Ned, Jack, Dinah, Jesse, Ambrose. Thomas Jefferson, 
primary author of the Declaration of Independence, owned 609 slaves. The symbolism here is 
clear: these bricks built not only Jefferson’s fortune but that of the nation his (writing) hand has 
come to metonymically represent.  
 The haunting here wasn’t the ghost of Jefferson. Nor was it a specific ghost—one name 
above or outside of its context among others. Instead, I was ghosted by something in excess of 




disturbance” (51). It was the inextricability of the statue and the wall, the fact that as I 
photographed the display, it was possible to frame the wall without the statue, but from any angle 
the statue is backed by the wall. It was the way that the names deny Jefferson’s singularity—as 
writer, as Founding Father, as President of the United States. Hannah, Betty, Tom, Isabel, Peter, 
Molly, Mary, Billy, Flora, Unknown.  
 There is no Jefferson without that which those named on the bricks behind him built. 
These named bricks also separate Jefferson from the inscription of the Declaration; they stand 
between him and his own liberatory project. Haunting: “when what’s been in your blind spot 
comes into view” (Gordon xvi). The names behind Jefferson work discursively to weave the 
enslaved into American history. Push further: these names build a brick foundation—Can 
memory undo its own foundational violences?—upon which American history rests.  
 The next month, in August, the New York Times issued a call “to place slavery and the 
contributions of black Americans at the very center of the story we tell ourselves about who we 
are as a country” (“1619” 5). The paper’s own journalistic response was “The 1619 Project,” 
which brought together scholars and artists to tell a “history of the present” (to borrow from 
Foucault’s Discipline and Punish, 31). The contributed pieces depicted moments from four 
hundred years of black history in America. They also traced the legacies of slavery in such 
contemporary formations as American capitalism, health care, popular music, and mass 
incarceration. And, Pryor would add, time.  
 In the project’s introduction, journalist Nikole Hannah-Jones describes Jefferson’s 
contributions to the Declaration of Independence. She sets the scene: “In June 1776, Thomas 
Jefferson sat at his portable writing desk in a rented room in Philadelphia.” There, he wrote the 




and the pursuit of Happiness (17). As he wrote about liberty, he had at his disposal a boy named 
Robert Hemings, a slave whose job it was to “ensure his every comfort” (17). Here was the 
museum’s “Paradox of Liberty”: in order for Jefferson to sit and think, uninterrupted, about self-
governance, about inalienable rights, about happiness, another young man was denied his right to 
possess his own personhood.63  
 Repetition: I’ve seen Mr. Jefferson write his Declaration before. In Colonial 
Williamsburg, there is another memorial bench. It’s been there since 1999, and when visitors 
approach, there is no question about with whom they are sitting. A sculpture of Thomas 
Jefferson, quill in hand, poised over an unfinished document balanced on his knee, takes up more 
than half of this bench. Visitors are meant to sit beside him; as a news article written soon after 
his unveiling describes, visitors “look into the writing box he’s holding, try to read the bronze 
document in his hands, pat him on the back, put their hands on his face and feel his nose and 
cheeks” (Straszheim). A visitor quoted in the article marvels at the detail: “‘Feel the texture of 
his skin.’” The man who gifted the sculpture to the city magnanimously states, “‘Please enjoy 
Mr. Jefferson.’” 
 
63 Robert Hemings was the brother of Sally Hemings. Sally Hemings was also enslaved by 





Figure 6: Thomas Jefferson and his bench in Williamsburg, Virginia 
 Please enjoy Mr. Jefferson: the meaning here doubles, and I once again find myself at a 
loss. I refuse the invitation to sit, but I pause anyway, unable to unsee the implicit violence. Feel 
the texture of his skin, put your hands on his face and feel his nose and cheeks, enjoy Mr. 
Jefferson. Jefferson, the statue, is denied the dignity he enjoyed in life. “Won’t his nose wear 
away if people keep touching it?” guests at the bench’s unveiling wonder.  
 Back in the museum, the names behind Jefferson are the physical manifestation of that 
extension of self that white men have long loved so well: the archive. This materialization of the 
archive renders the defamiliarization of Thomas Jefferson by his own hand. Samson, Billy, 
Moses Hern. Aggy, Harry, Robert Hemmings. Lewis, Judy, Sam, Iris Granger.  
 Feel the texture of his skin. Touch him. Enjoy him. A statue is only a statue. But this 




waiting for you and it will shadow you and it will outwit all your smart moves as that jungle 
grows thicker and deeper” (Gordon 190). It is waiting for him, for Jefferson the enslaver of 609 
men, women, and children. Won’t his nose wear away if people keep touching it? Can memory 
undo its own foundational violences? Will he cease to be himself, to be Thomas Jefferson, if he 
is not given some space, accorded some dignity? The man on the bench sits as others disregard 
his autonomy, enmeshed in a ghostly matter of his own making. Critta Hemmings Bowles, John 
Jupiter, Sandy, York, Solomon, Sally, Cate, Lucy, Martin, Unknown. 
 Priscilla.  
 Angelo.  
 Phillis Wheatley.  
 Margaret Garner.  
 Jenny Whitlow, Baby Suggs, Sethe, Denver, Beloved.  
 Sandra Bland.  
Before I Go  
 
 It’s February 7, 2020, and this chapter is not finished but I have to let it go. Today is 
Sandra Bland’s birthday. She would have been thirty-three. There is no good time to stop in the 
temporality of an unfinished, haunted writing, but as a provisional last move I hold space for 
Sandra Bland’s stolen present.  
 In this held space, time slips to invoke the radical possibility of a more just future that 
has already been.  
 Emory University has, for the last decade, built and maintained a webpage called Slave 
Voyages. Among other archival materials, the site hosts a Trans-Atlantic Slave Trade Database 




A quick search for “Hare” leads me to a page of information about Priscilla’s arduous journey: 
the ship set sail from Sierra Leone and the Middle Passage trip took sixty-nine days; 11% of the 
enslaved died en route; 35% of the newly-captured slaves on the ship were children. The ship 
landed in Charleston on June 17, 1756. “Voyage completed as intended,” the database entry says.  
 But similar voyages were not always completed as intended and, in their failure, I find a 
specter of possibility.  
 There is a section on the Slave Voyages website called the African Names Database, and 
this database catalogues these failed voyages. Specifically, listed in this database are slave 
voyages that were intercepted between 1808 and 1862 and their captives freed. The men, 
women, and children from these ships disembarked in Cuba, Jamaica, the Bahamas, St. Helena, 
and Freetown, Sierra Leone. There are 91,491 names recorded in this database. Together, these 
names upend the historical fact of the ship’s log as property record. More than 80,000 of those 
aboard these failed journeys ended up in Sierra Leone—back where Priscilla’s journey began. 
They exited slave ships in a place where promise was signified by its name: Freetown.   
 The names in this archive are doubly radical. First, they represent failed moments in a 
cruel system of domination. Second, the archive re-marks in this failure the continued autonomy 
of the enslavers’ intended victims. It does this through the names under which they are listed: 
their African names. These names rub “against the grain” of history (Benjamin, “On the Concept 
of History” 392). They metonymically subvert the future that awaited them on the other side of 
the Atlantic: 
 Fatima, Macha, Birum, Dollan, Seree, Mahomet, Sant, Iyangenah, Billal, Karrufa, 
Barrick, Cardyob, Yat etta, Demba, Masamba, Misah, Mademba, Samba, Dayhoo, Jutar, 










 These names do not substitute for the names I will never know, the true names of those 
who disembarked at Sullivan’s Island rather than in Freetown. But they put time in a loop, here 
on Sandra Bland’s birthday, where the arrival of anything that looks like justice is still a long 
way off. The future can be otherwise, they promise, because the dark futurity of the slave ship 
has also been otherwise. This isn’t an end: there is no easy promise of redemption, no finality of 
remembering done “right,” no mythic “once and for all” of which Morrison, too, is wary.64 But 















CHAPTER FOUR: SHOES 
 
Justice is not simply a feeling. And feelings are not always just. But justice involves feelings, 
which move us across the surfaces of the world, creating ripples in the intimate contours of our 
lives. Where we go, with these feelings, remains an open question.  
 
—Sara Ahmed, The Cultural Politics of Emotion (202) 
 
Slide (verb): To change position or become dislocated; move smoothly along a surface; to coast; 
to slip; to cause to slip; to stream along 65  
 In this chapter, I recount my encounters with a number of memorials that seek to honor 
the dead or to make an argument for some social action through the display of empty shoes. The 
shoe, like the proper name, has gathered metonymic force in memorial contexts. As 
commemorative markers, both the shoe and the name recall everyday use: the name, a signifier 
invoked without second thought as reference, as address, as self-identification; the shoe, 
sartorially varied but underscored by its commonness. This chapter examines and enacts what 
Ahmed calls the “metonymic slide,” taking the linkage between commemorative naming and 
loss or death upon which this dissertation is based as a starting point and moving outward to 
similarly sutured linkages between loss or death and a material object—specifically: the shoe. 
From this new articulation I slide further: to new linkages or relations between signifiers, to other 
less tightly sutured significations and imaginative possibilities for the shoe beyond marking 
death.  
 




 Metonymic slide is both the subject and the driving force of this chapter. I understand this 
slide to be a performative slide, one in which difference inheres in repetition to create new 
meanings for the shoe in commemorative contexts. This concept of performative slide emerges 
from a metonymic slide between memorial contexts. That is, the writing of this chapter, as with 
the chapters before it, animates the argument that the chapter is making, a critical doubling of my 
reading of these contexts. I write with Jane Gallop’s Anecdotal Theory in mind, in which she 
engages in what she calls, following Derrida, “exorbitant theorizing”: theorizing that arises from 
a reading of anecdotes, of moments, of the “real” (7-8). Theorizing through anecdotes is, for 
Gallop, a deconstructive, feminist, and psychoanalytic project aimed at “making knowledge that 
better opens to the real” (9). The excessive dimension that Gallop associates with the anecdote, 
and with theorizing through anecdotes, makes this “exorbitant theorizing” consonant with a 
project of remembering as performance or “performing memory.” Specifically, while I build a 
text that slides from anecdote to anecdote—one experience as critic to another—lingering at the 
edges are the uncontainable, unforeseeable dimensions of performance—its propensity to “wreak 
havoc on less than a moment’s notice” (Pollock, “Performative ‘I’” 248). This writing writes into 
these unforeseen excesses, at times following the lead of what may seem to be tenuous 
metonymic relationships. As I write, my aim is not to normalize these new relationships—the 
new meanings created through the performative slide—but to claim these meanings as possible, 
even if the moment of that possibility has come and gone.    
 This chapter is not about names or even primarily about shoes but is instead about the 




both signify loss.66 The resignification of the shoe through the performative slide of its 
metonymic associations leaves open the question of the performative slide of the name as 
metonym in commemorative contexts—a question to which I will return in the project’s 
conclusion. As an exercise in anecdotal theory, this chapter proceeds genealogically, 
constellating a series of memorial scenes—not comprehensive, by any means, but a gathering of 
news clippings, firsthand encounters, and readings of my own photographic records of those 
encounters. As a genealogy, this chapter follows Foucault’s sense of discourse formation as “at 
once scattered, discontinuous and regular” (“Discourse on Language” 233). As Roach extends 
Foucault with his concept of performance genealogies: “Genealogies of performance document 
the historical transmission and dissemination of cultural practices and attitudes through 
collective representations. They excavate the lineage of restored behaviors still visible in 
contemporary culture, in effect ‘writing a history of the present’” (citing Foucault, Exceptional 
Spaces 50). The genealogy in this chapter focuses on the contemporary dissemination of a 
cultural practice—memorializing using empty shoes—writing what might be called a “a history 
of a future present,” at once a reading of various memorials and an imaginative look forward to 
the possibilities of these memorials for future world-making.  
 These scenes of commemoration are animated by the empty shoe as it repeats across 
contexts. I slide from coverage of the 1963 Birmingham church bombing to my own visit to the 
Shoes on the Danube Promenade memorial in Budapest, from Budapest to the Majdanek 
concentration camp and the city of Lublin in Poland, from Lublin to news coverage of an 
 
66 The shoe animates a memorial commonplace that Blair notes regarding Tombs of the 
Unknown and World War I walls of the missing (a “body without a name” and “names without 
bodies”): “the material body as the preferred locus of ritual memory” (“Reflections on Criticism 




ephemeral memorial wherein shoes were placed on the Capitol lawn in Washington, D.C. in the 
spring of 2018, from the Capitol lawn to the Parkland-organized March for Our Lives, also in 
D.C., and finally to my research trip to Auschwitz. My readings both trace the contours of the 
shoe’s metonymic function in these memorial scenes and simultaneously pick at loose edges, 
asking what emerges when the ties that bind—shoe to body, shoe to death or loss—are unraveled 
and made otherwise. 
The Empty Shoe  
 
 What does an empty shoe mean? What and how the shoe is made to mean becomes 
particularly salient in a scene from the aftermath of the white supremacist bombing that killed 
four young black girls and injured a number of other parishioners at the Sixteenth Street Baptist 
Church in Birmingham, Alabama on September 15, 1963. The following day, Atlanta 
Constitution editor Eugene Patterson published a call to consciousness “so powerful that Walter 
Cronkite would ask him to read it for the CBS Evening News” (Clark). The editorial was called 
“A Flower for the Graves.” Its central image is an empty shoe. The editorial begins, “A Negro 
mother wept in the street Sunday morning in front of a Baptist Church in Birmingham. In her 
hand she held a shoe, one shoe, from the foot of her dead child. We hold that shoe with her” 
(Patterson). Patterson takes a historical scene and, through the animation of the child’s shoe as an 
object to be held by those who read his editorial, mobilizes the shoe’s memorial and ethical 
possibilities.67 
 
67 An archived news article from The Guardian, published on September 16, describes the scene 
of the bombing, also noting the woman holding the shoe: “One witness said he saw about sixty 
people stream out of the shattered church, some bleeding. Others emerged from a hole in the 
wall. Across the street a Negro woman stood weeping. She clasped a little girl’s shoe. ‘Her 
daughter was killed,’ a bystander said” (“From the Archive, 16 September 1963”). Poet Dudley 




 Patterson fixes his audience in place with the shoe. “Every one of us in the white South 
holds that small shoe in his hand,” standing in the street outside the destroyed Baptist Church in 
Birmingham. And as we stand, rooted to the spot by virtue of the shoe that we hold together with 
a Black mother who has lost her child, we are to feel its heaviness. The shoe weighs of grief, and 
we are asked to feel this weight—to hold it. “It is too late to blame the sick criminals who 
handled the dynamite,” Patterson asserts. “Only we can trace the truth, Southerner—you and I. 
We broke those children’s bodies.” By standing by, by electing politicians “who heat the kettles 
of hate,” Patterson tells us, “[w]e, who know better, created a climate for child-killing by those 
who don’t.” 
 We know our culpability by the shoe still in our hands. “Let us see it straight,” Patterson 
urges, “and look at the blood on it.” The girls’ names were Addie Mae Collins, Carol Denise 
McNair, Carole Robertson, and Cynthia Wesley. More than fifty years on, we read “A Flower 
for the Graves” in the present tense, its language frozen in a perpetual “now,” and Patterson’s 
words continue to demand that not only white Southerners but all white Americans imagine the 
horror of standing in the street in front of a bombed out church holding a single, empty, child’s 
shoe. 
 Let us see it straight, Patterson urges of the empty shoe. What does an empty shoe 
signify? It is articulated to death: “In her hand,” the weeping mother holds the shoe “from the 
foot of her dead child.” The shoe also signifies the absence of the once-present child. Patterson 
tasks white Southerners with looking at the shoe, with seeing the blood covering it. Following 
Patterson’s logic, we see the fact of her death—a bloody shoe, no longer needed by the child 
who wore it this morning. But we cannot see her, a child who means more than her death. We are 




shoe becomes a shield for the child, allowing those of us who should take responsibility for her 
death only so close to her. 
 In her Pulitzer Prize winning book Carry Me Home: Birmingham, Alabama: The 
Climactic Battle of the Civil Rights Revolution, journalist Diane McWhorter identifies the shoe 
about which Patterson writes as belonging to Denise McNair (535). She describes the scene:  
Approaching her father in the crowd on the sidewalk, Maxine Pippen McNair cried, “I 
can’t find Denise.” F.L. Pippen told his daughter, “She’s dead, baby. I’ve got one of her 
shoes.” Later, Pippen would say that he was glad that he, and not some stranger, had been 
the one “who lifted those big, sharp chunks of concrete off of her” and carried her to the 
ambulance. But that morning, watching his daughter take in the significance of the shoe 
he held up, he screamed, “I’d like to blow the whole town up.” (526)  
 
The shoe was a patent leather one. Denise’s father, Chris McNair, was able to identify her body 
by its match, still on her foot, “‘sticking out from under one of the sheets’” in the room where the 
bodies of the four girls were laid at the hospital. “‘I suppose every little girl’s foot looks about 
the same, but I knew it was Denise,’” her father said (527).  
 A provisional answer to the question of what an empty shoe signifies emerges from the 
singular image of a mother holding her child’s shoe outside the Sixteenth Street Baptist Church. 
In an empty shoe we see death, mourning, and absence. We see grief, but also, in context, rage at 
the senselessness of it all: I’d like to blow the whole town up. This everyday object is affectively 
charged. Once intimately linked to a body, it now both stands in for that body and is animated by 
the emotions of those who hold it. The mother holds the shoe instead of her child’s body. It 
surrogates the child as an object for the moral education of those responsible for the child’s 
death. There is an affective jolt to the empty shoe that, for Patterson, slides into an ethics lesson. 
That jolt is an interruption: shoes belong on feet. You cannot get far without your shoes. While 
shoes-being-worn are intimate in their proximal connection to a body, empty shoes suggest 




suggest religious scenes, shoes taken off before entering the presence of the divine. Empty shoes 
suggest return: shoes taken off must be put back on. You can’t get far without your shoes. Empty 
shoes, then, evoke a coming-back, evoke the absent bodies that will come back for them. The 
shoe held by the mother outside the Birmingham church is suspended, dissonant, between the 
idea of shoes as items that cannot be left behind, and the knowledge that the child who wore this 
shoe is not coming back for it. The empty shoe is the intimate-made-strange, in this case ghosted 
by an imaginative echo of Denise McNair’s mother holding that same shoe, as she must have 
done so many times, a mother telling her daughter to “get her shoes on.”  
The Empty Shoe, Filled  
 
 This provisional answer is strengthened by repetition—with a difference. In the heart of 
the city of Budapest, on the Pest side of the Danube River, in close proximity to the Hungarian 
Parliament building, is a line of shoes. There are roughly sixty pairs. These empty shoes are cast 
in metal, anchored to the stone at the edge of the promenade over the water. They are marked by 
plaques in the ground in English, Hebrew, and Hungarian:  
To the memory of the victims  
shot into the Danube  
by Arrow Cross militiamen  
in 1944-45 
 
Erected 16th April, 2005  
 
 Hungary began World War II allied with the Nazis. In 1944, with the war turning against 
Germany, the Hungarians decided to seek peace with the Allies. The Germans subsequently 
invaded Hungary. During the summer of 1944, even as their defeat seemed imminent, the Nazis 
began deporting Hungarian Jews to Auschwitz—where Minka’s photograph had made its way a 




 “The Shoes on the Danube Promenade” memorializes Jewish individuals who were 
murdered by Hungary’s fascist Arrow Cross Party. While deportations to Auschwitz ended in the 
late summer of 1944, the Arrow Cross undertook their own violent campaign that fall and winter, 
lining up Budapest’s Jewish residents on the banks of the Danube and shooting them so that they 
fell, dead, into the water. Because leather shoes were valuable, the militia’s victims were forced 
to remove their shoes before they were murdered. The iron shoes along the Danube Promenade 
are period pieces, sartorial designs from the 1940s frozen in time and space in the last place 
where their imagined owners were alive.68  
 The affective power of the shoe, animated so viscerally in Patterson’s image of 
Birmingham, both repeats and slides. In this memorial, gone is the mourning mother who signals 
for us the weight of these shoes. Instead, the empty shoe works directly on the viewer. Sheryl 
Silver Ochayon, an educational project director for Yad Vashem, describes the question raised 
by the shoes: “The memorial is so effective because the touchable, corporeal shoes along the 
river, left behind empty and without their owners, force us to confront the question: whose shoes 
were they?” This question folds back upon itself, and it is the shoe that helps us answer it: “The 
intimacy of this memorial is striking and poignant. The shoes are so tangible that it is easy to 
imagine the people who wore them, whose feet shaped them, who were forced to take them off 
before they were killed. Each shoe has a personality; each has the imprint of the foot that wore 
it.” The shoes invoke a performance of memory, “help[ing] us to conjure up something akin to 
the faces of the owners… turning them from statistics into living, breathing beings.”  
 
68 For a history of Hungary’s involvement in WWII, and the Arrow Cross violence against 
Budapest’s Jewish community, see the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum’s “Hungary 
After the German Occupation” and Sheryl Silver Ochayon (for Yad Vashem), “The Shoes on the 




 Ochayon reads the memorial as enabling direct identification with the Jewish victims 
who would have worn the shoes on the riverbank. The memorial, she argues, asks viewers to 
imagine themselves in the place of these victims: “we can look at the shoes left behind and put 
ourselves in the shoes of those who were killed—literally and figuratively.” I wish to trouble this 
straightforward identification. These shoes remain figuratively empty, seventy-five years later, 
because they cannot be filled. In their emptiness, they perform the disruption of these violent 
deaths: these are not shoes to fill, there is no walking in their shoes. They materialize rupture: no 
one is coming back for them.69 
 I find the affective force of the shoes less in a direct identification, in a “putting ourselves 
in the shoes of those who were killed” than in Ochayon’s suggestion of temporal closeness, “as if 
their owners had, just now, left them there”—even though we know that they did not. To return 
to Derrida’s citation of Hamlet, in Specters of Marx, the shoes throw time “out of joint.” The 
memorial evokes a liminal moment: the moment after the shoes have been removed from their 
wearers’ feet, but before someone has taken the time to come collect them.70 This liminality 
suggests the “just now,” but the shoes themselves simultaneously rely on and deny that 
contemporaneity. These shoes are period-appropriate; they are iron rather than cloth or leather. 
 
69 In a somewhat different vein, Landsberg argues of the shoes at the United States Holocaust 
Memorial Museum that “There is a simultaneous negotiation with the object (and the other that it 
represents) and with a person’s own archive of experiences. At the same moment that we 
experience the shoes as their shoes—which could very well be our shoes—we feel our own 
shoes on our feet. The disinvestment that the objects represent can be traumatic only if we feel 
all the while ourselves” (135, emphasis original).  
 
70 Barbara Brownie argues that the event the memorial enacts is the “the act of undressing”—not 
“the moment the victims were shot, but rather the act that took place moments before, when they 
were forced to remove their shoes” (92). But as I read it, the memorial also marks the moment 





They were not just left there, and no one is coming back for them. At the same time, the 
seemingly liminal state of the shoes on the river brings the violence of the Holocaust close, 
makes it feel recent, even unfinished. This, in turn, frames memorialization as an ongoing 
project, one with an urgency to match the sense that the shoes were just left there. Like my 
unfinished writing in the previous chapter, the memorial is constantly (re)constructed by the 
commemorative participation of its visitors, a material answer to the haunting violence that feels 
unsettlingly immediate.  
 Memory is actively performed, here, and in this performance the empty shoes are filled. 
That is, many visitors bring memorial offerings to leave in these shoes. This is a “literal” aspect 
of “putting ourselves in the shoes of those who were killed” that Ochayon notes. Unlike Denise 
McNair’s shoe, which was empty as her mother held it and holds onto this emptiness now in its 
display at the Birmingham Civil Rights Institute, these iron shoes are constantly refashioned 
through the addition of small objects. They are filled, are full: with flowers, candles, stones.   
 One set of shoes caught my eye. It was the smallest pair, shoes that would have belonged 
to a young child. I visited the memorial three times over the course of twenty-four hours and 
noticed how the memorial objects left in this pair of shoes multiplied. On the first afternoon, the 
pair of shoes held stones, the remnants of a votive candle, and some kind of green seeds or nuts. 
That night, a white chrysanthemum was added to each shoe. By late afternoon the next day, a 
small piece of wrapped candy had made its way into each shoe as well. Shoes in general are 
marked by their capacities to move—by the traces of the physical movement they carry. To each 
embodied occasion, its proper shoe: run, walk, dance, work, play; attend school, parties, religious 
services, picnics on the river. For the iron shoes on the river, their capacity to move shifts from 




works in the sense that the shoes move visitors. Ochayon uses words like “shock,” “profound 
sadness,” “striking,” “poignant.” I found the child’s shoes particularly poignant, and the gift of 
candy particularly touching. While many of the shoes had been gifted stones, votive candles, and 
flowers—even a potted plant tucked in the middle of one pair—only this pair of shoes had 
sweets in it when I visited. This offering seemed to have been left with a young child in mind. 
These shoes did not represent loss, wholesale, but rather a very particular loss, one which was 
met by leaving age-appropriate sweets.   
 
Figure 7: The child’s shoes in the Shoes on the Danube Promenade memorial during my first visit  
  
  
Figure 8: The child’s shoes the following day, filled with candy and flowers  
 The relationship outlined in these two contexts is a metonymic one—predicated, at its 
most simple level, on a logic of substitution. As Ellen Carol Jones notes with regard to the 




body; shoe instead of body; shoe points to (missing) body. Ahmed describes the ways that signs 
can come to “stick” together as the “slide of metonymy” builds “implicit argument[s]” about the 
ways in which terms—or, in this case, material signs—are related (“Affective Economies” 131-
132). The relationship, the sticking together or articulation, of shoe and missing body, shoe and 
death or loss is not a given but rather an affectively sutured linkage, one that repeats today across 
memorial contexts, from the displays of objects featured in Nazi extermination centers like 
Auschwitz and Majdanek to the running shoes left in Copley Square after the Boston Marathon 
bombing to a traveling installation of black military boots called Eyes Wide Open designed to 
represent the “human cost of war” in Iraq.71 The metonymic relationship between shoe and 
missing or deceased body is perhaps most strongly associated with items taken from deportees 
upon their arrival—and, in many cases, murder—in Nazi concentration camps.  As we have 
already seen, however, the affective economy in which shoes and loss co-circulate extends 
beyond commemoration in the context of mass extermination.  
 The affectively sutured linkage of shoe-to-loss is instantiated in and by its repetition, and 
so it is also in repetition that the possibility for metonymic slide inheres. The mother holding her 
child’s shoe in Birmingham and the child’s shoes filled with flowers and candy in Budapest set 
up one shift in signification—empty shoes to empty shoes, filled. This repetition-with-a-
difference re-casts the question, What does an empty shoe signify? to What is it about the shoe’s 
signification of death or loss that is so salient, that compels its reiteration across memorial sites? 
And what new ethical possibilities exist in the performative slide of the shoe as memorial object?  
 




Majdanek (on Corpus Christi)  
 
 The empty shoe reiterates across contexts and, in the case of the Majdanek extermination 
camp, across scale. In the following sections, I write about my experience of two different 
displays in the camp: one in which I was overwhelmed by a mass of empty shoes, an 
uncountable and uncontainable pile; and the second in which I was (differently) overwhelmed by 
a single, tiny child’s shoe.  
 Majdanek is located in Lublin, Poland, a city about a hundred kilometers from what is 
today the country’s eastern border with Ukraine. Majdanek, also called KL Lublin, was opened 
in 1941 as a prisoner of war camp. In the early years of its operation, the camp interned forced 
laborers, including Soviet prisoners of war, Polish gentiles, and Polish Jews. From 1942, 
Majdanek also became a site of extermination for Jewish prisoners. According to the State 
Museum at Majdanek, 150,000 prisoners passed through the camp over the course of its 
operation; of that number, 80,000 were murdered—60,000 of whom were Jewish (“General 
Information”). Majdanek was the first “major” camp to be liberated, by the Soviet army in July 
1944, and the first Nazi extermination camp to be visited by Allied news media 
(“Lublin/Majdanek Concentration Camp: Conditions”). In August 1944, American reporter W.H. 
Lawrence’s description from his visit to the newly-liberated camp appeared on the front page of 
the New York Times: “I have just seen the most terrible place on the face of the earth.” 
Lawrence’s account describes mass graves in the vicinity of the camp, the bodies still piled near 
the crematoria, and the process of executing prisoners using Zyklon B in the gas chambers.72   
 
72 Soviet reports detailed the horrors of Majdanek in the weeks following its liberation, but these 
initial reports were met with suspicion by Western Allies. The structure of Lawrence’s report 
reflects a response to this suspicion: “I have just seen the most terrible place on earth,” he writes 
(emphasis mine). The column goes on: “I have been all through the camp, inspecting its 




 In addition to housing an extermination center, the city of Lublin was also a hub for 
material goods—money, valuables, and other items—stolen from Jewish deportees who were 
murdered in other death camps in this region of Poland: Belzec, Sobibór, Treblinka. Shoes were 
sent to Majdanek to be searched and sorted by prisoners. An informational placard in the camp 
tells visitors that while “great numbers” of shoes passed through the camp before being sent 
elsewhere to be used by the Germans, “nearly 430,000 pairs of shoes and several thousand shoe 
parts” were found in the camp at liberation (Shoes Belonging to Victims of “Operation 
Reinhardt”). Today, there are approximately 280,000 shoes in the camp collection (“Collections: 
Museum Collections”).73  
 In his piece for the New York Times, Lawrence describes encountering the staggering 
number of shoes that remained at Majdanek after liberation. While he also briefly mentions 
seeing “hundreds of suitcases” and “literally tens of thousands of pieces of clothing and personal 
effects,” it is the shoes that warrant, for Lawrence, a full paragraph of description:   
I have been in a wooden warehouse at the camp, approximately 150 feet long, in which I 
walked across literally tens of thousands of shoes spread across the floor like grain in a 
half-filled elevator. There I saw shoes of children as young as 1 year old. There were 
shoes of young and old men or women. Those I saw were all in bad shape—since the 
Germans used this camp not only to exterminate their victims, but also as a means for 
obtaining clothing for the German people—but some obviously had been quite expensive. 
At least one pair had come from America, for it bore a stamp, ‘Goodyear welt.’ 
 
 
which the bodies were cremated, and I have talked with German officers attached to the camp, 
who admitted quite frankly that it was a highly systematized place for annihilation… I have seen 
the skeletons of the bodies the Germans did not have time to burn before the Red Army swept 
into Lublin on July 23, and I have seen such evidence as bone and ash still in the furnaces and 
piled up beside them” (emphasis mine). 
 
73 The 4,000 shoes on display at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum in Washington, 




While liberation found only a small number of prisoners alive at Majdanek, the sheer number of 
shoes still held in one of the camp barracks—the first such encounter at this first major 
concentration camp to be liberated—made clear that the Nazis were responsible for civilian 
deaths on a massive scale (Jones 206).  
 Today the shoes are kept in Block 52, the fifth building from the end in a row of 
rudimentary wooden structures outside the barbed wire living area of the camp. During the war, 
this building was used to store tools. At the other end of the row of buildings, closer to the 
camp’s entrance, is the gas chamber, which was undergoing conservation at the time of my visit 
in June 2019. The white tent enclosing the gas chamber—what a place, of all the places that 
could have been under a white tent that day, to conserve, to preserve, to prevent from feeling the 
passage of time—stands in stark contrast to the dark wood of the other camp buildings.74 While 
visitors can take several routes through the camp, the “Historical Route” beginning at 
Majdanek’s entrance gate leads between the row of buildings including the gas chamber and 
Block 52 on the right and the wire-enclosed “Fields” of the camp with prisoner barracks to the 
left. At the end of Field V is the crematorium and a mausoleum in which ashes of executed 
prisoners were interred in 1969.75 Because the camp is located near a suburb of the city of Lublin 
called Majdan-Tatarski, from which its name—Majdanek, or “little Majdan”—originates, the 
 
74 Much could be written about the history of the State Museum at Majdanek in relation to 
preservation and the curation of the site as a museum. It has been operational as a museum since 
November 1944, just months after its July 1944 liberation. According to the museum’s website, 
Majdanek was the first European museum to memorialize World War II victims (“About 
Museum: The Mission”). While the camp was liberated largely intact, parts of it were 
“disassembled” in the process of transforming the grounds into a memorial that included 
thousands of trees. The trees were later taken down to return an element of “authenticity” to the 
camp (“75 Years of the State Museum at Majdanek”).   
 




grass expanse of the site gives way in the near distance to the city skyline (“Lublin/Majdanek: 
Key Dates”).  
 My visit immediately makes clear the contingency that ghosts our experience of place 
and our performances of remembering in place.76 I inadvertently visited Majdanek for the first 
time on June 20, 2019: the Catholic Feast of Corpus Christi. I grew up Catholic and remember 
occasionally attending church on this holy day, remember joining the procession of the Eucharist 
for which the feast—The Body of Christ—is known. What was one holy day among others 
during my U.S. Catholic childhood is a national holiday in Poland. My travel companion and I 
ate breakfast with the sounds of morning Mass echoing through the open windows of our rented 
accommodations; when we tried to leave the center of town to drive to the camp we were 
delayed by the procession of the Eucharist under its gold tent, not just around the church but 
through the streets of the city.  
 I could still hear church bells when we arrived at the nearly-empty historical site. While 
several of Majdanek’s buildings, including the historical exhibition, were unstaffed and closed 
for the holiday, the grounds were open to visitors—and so was Block 52. The bells continued as 
I walked down a brick path in the camp. A sound that was for me often saturated with nostalgia 
now seemed obscene. The gas chamber under its white tent, the Eucharist under its gold tent… 
The wrongness of that sound in this place once again nudged time “out of joint.” I listened to 
Christianity’s sonic calling card in a place that murdered 60,000 people because they were 
Jewish, looked around at the city just outside the camp, and wondered what sounds of ordinary 
 
76 As Blair notes, “the bare materiality of a memorial site does not guarantee that it is the same 
text on a cloudy day as on a sunny one, on a crowded day as when almost deserted, at dawn as at 
midday. In fact, its capacity to be engaged physically actually determines its extreme mutability” 




life reached this place during its operation. The bells profaned memory, but they also told a 
historical truth: Majdanek was close, close to everyday life, close to home for some of its 
victims. I listened to the church bells and wondered what townspeople heard on November 3, 
1943, when 18,000 Jewish residents of the Lublin district were shot at Majdanek in an operation 
called Aktion Erntefest, or Operation Harvest Festival. According to the State Museum at 
Majdanek, “[f]or the entire time, the march and dance music was played to drown out the noise 
of the shots” (“Timeline”). Did it work? As I walk through a Nazi extermination center to the 
sound of church bells, I feel, deeply, the interwoven nature of catastrophic violence with the 
everyday—not evil’s banality, but the imbrication of evil and the ordinary, the everyday and (its) 
evil, their borders bleeding. I keep walking down the brick path. I am looking for the shoes: 
everyday, ordinary objects unwittingly pressed into service as the remains of catastrophic 
violence. 
A Pile of Shoes  
 
 The bells stopped before I reached Block 52. A reprieve, but I am still unsettled. It is 
stifling hot inside the block. Dimly lit. The flies are loud. I can smell the shoes. I quickly begin 
to drip sweat. There are two signs telling me that I am being watched; I count two cameras. I am 
alone in the space—just me and the cameras—and I approach the wooden railing that separates 
the front of the block from four metal cages holding shoes. So many shoes, stretching so far back 
into the block, the metal structures receding just past the definition of clear visibility. Even in the 
foreground, the individual shoes quickly blur together, morph from a collection of discrete 
objects into a pile. There is a low hum in the building. I assume it’s from the lights.  
 The shoes begin at the floor, the cages just off the ground on stumpy legs, and stretch 




reminiscent of a period photograph—grainy, distant, there and then—to give way to an artifact 
that looks lifelike. I am waiting for there and then to give way to could be here, now. I seek an 
affective grounding, an identification in the vein of Ochayon’s reading of the Danube memorial: 
shoes I might wear.  
 After all this time, all that’s left of color is white and red—I count one white shoe and 
three red that first day. The red echoes, slides beyond the shoes as I continue walking through the 
camp. In Majdanek, red colors a visual rhyme knitting together the past and its preservation, 
history and its commemoration: red shoes; red fire extinguisher boxes on the outside of all the 
camp buildings; red bricks in the sidewalk; a single red rose, dry now, the green of its leaves 
brown, left on the ground at the entrance to one of the locked buildings. Red still visible in the 
bricks of the crematorium chimney; red and white flower arrangements (Poland’s colors)—fresh, 
this time—on a sarcophagus in the crematorium; red roofs on houses just beyond the camp fence, 
visible as I stand outside the crematorium.  
 Of the four parallel cages of shoes in Block 52, the two outer displays sit low, just a few 
layers of shoes in each, positioned against the walls of the room. The two structures in the 
middle stretch floor-to-(nearly)-ceiling. There is a walkway between each bin, three passages to 
the back of the block, but the wooden fence keeps me in place at the front of the building. In the 
tall pile on the left-hand side, pressed up against the wire mesh, rests the most visible red shoe. I 




 At Majdanek, I was left largely to my own devices, free to wander, to step in and out of 
buildings. I was unimpeded by other tourists, by the structure of a guided tour.77 Left to my own 
devices—my own technological devices.  
 I want to walk down the rows between the cages of shoes. I can’t see them—not just the 
shoes at the far end of the block, but any of them, really. Sure, I can see the pile, and I know that 
the pile is made of shoes, but I can’t see the shoes, a shoe, individually. I pull out my iPhone 
(that ubiquitous technological accessory of 2019) from where it resides in my pocket, always 
close at hand, to take photographs. I leave my second visit to the camp having taken 460 
photographs, including more than fifty of the displays of shoes. I take photographs because I am 
on a research trip, but also because that is what you do when you visit a new place and are in 
possession of a smartphone: you take photographs, many of which may be deleted later, some of 
which may be shared on social media sites, others of which will sit in the digital camera roll in 
perpetuity, maybe looked at, maybe not. Almost a century on, Siegfried Kracauer’s 1927 
assessment of photography’s power over perception is perhaps even more true: “the world itself 
has taken on a ‘photographic face’; it can be photographed because it strives to be completely 
reducible to the spatial continuum that yields to snapshots” (433). I take photographs because 
photography has become a means of seeing this world, with its photographic face. 
 I take photographs, and then I notice that in this case, photography is literally a means of 
seeing. I hold up the phone, zoom in. There are the details, the contours of the individual shoes, 
visual access to shoes too far back to be seen in the dim lighting. It is the magnifying apparatus 
 
77 When I visited Auschwitz, I went on a guided tour—during the busy summer months, 
arranging a tour is required to enter Auschwitz I. Guided tours are available at Majdanek in 
Polish, English, German, Spanish, and Russian, if arranged in advance. I did not see any guided 
tours during the two days of my visit. Unlike the museum premises of Auschwitz I, there was no 




of the camera that allows me to see not only shoes but a shoe. In his seminal essay on the work 
of art and its technological reproducibility, Benjamin draws an analogy between film and 
psychoanalysis that focuses on the “deepening of apperception” that both allow; he writes, “film 
furthers insight into the necessities governing our lives by its use of close-ups, by its 
accentuation of hidden details in familiar objects, and by its exploration of commonplace milieux 
through the ingenious guidance of the camera” (“The Work of Art” 265). Benjamin has a name 
for the realm of things that only enter our visual field through the camera, moments like the 
taking of a step, the grasping of a spoon or cigarette lighter: the optical unconscious (266). In 
Block 52, the single shoe among thousands, set back in a wire cage in a dimly lit, stifling hot 
building, can really only be seen through the mediation of the camera.78 I zoom in, in search of 
the optical unconscious. With the camera, I can see what I could not see otherwise—what was 
always present but not assimilable by direct sight.  
 Shoes would not typically be associated with the optical unconscious. A shoe is a shoe, 
plainly visible to the naked eye—until it’s not. Three things render the shoes in Block 52 
invisible: their distance from me, the presence of all the other shoes that are not the shoe I am 
trying to focus on, and time, materializing as decay. The camera’s ability to delineate individual 
shoes oscillates with unmediated vision, glimpses into the optical unconscious affirming that this 
mostly-gray mass is an uncountable and uncontainable mass of shoes—a room full of mundane 
objects repeating to excess, and in that excess gesturing toward all that which cannot be signified 
in the shoe as a metonym for death or loss.  
 
78 Memory’s mediation is layered at Majdanek: artifacts, buildings, and the landscape preserved 
in the present mediate access to knowledge about the site’s past, in situ; informational material 
mediates access to these already-curated objects and buildings. What stood out during my visit to 
Majdanek was the degree to which I found myself, unconsciously at first, engaging in mediating 




 The only shoes I can make out well, even through the lens of my phone’s camera, are 
those closest to me. I wonder how many other red shoes, white shoes, are beyond my limited 
field of vision. My restricted movement and restricted vision help me to realize that the unseen—
and the limits of sight—are constitutive of the experience of this room, and would remain so 
even if the gate were open, even if I were in possession of the most powerful camera available. If 
I were able to walk up and down the aisles, I would still only be able to see the shoes on the 
outsides of the piles, those pushing up against the wire edges of the bins. What would it take to 
see all of the shoes that remain in the camp collection? There are 280,000 in total.79 Laid out heel 
to toe, assuming a foot per shoe, the shoes would cover fifty-three miles. What might I learn 
from fifty-three miles of shoes that I can’t learn from pacing the railing in Block 52?  
 The shoes’ distance has already been displaced by their number. In addition to the shoes 
that I cannot see at all—those in the middle of the pile, those far from the railing where I stand—
the shoes that are visible are, for the most part, only partially so. I see a top or a sole or a heel 
sticking out. The rare well-defined, fully visible examples—and even then, only suggesting a 
hint of the third dimension—become such through the lens of the camera, through the play of 
magnification that hovers between detail and distortion. To zoom is not only to see but to 
differentiate. The shoes are invisible because there are so many shoes. 
 There are so many shoes in this space that it is hard to see them as shoes. The imagery 
from Lawrence’s description of the “wooden warehouse” full of shoes in 1944 echoes: “literally 
tens of thousands of shoes spread across the floor like grain in a half-filled elevator” (emphasis 
mine). To see so many shoes together, in one place, is beyond description and must rely on the 
 
79 The exhibit in Block 52 does not indicate how many of the 280,000 shoes that comprise the 




translational work of simile. Grain in a grain elevator is defined not by the character of 
individual pieces but rather by its volume. Likewise, invisibility is a constitutive force in the 
curation of a pile from a grouping of objects. That some objects can be seen at the expense of 
other, similar objects that cannot be seen is the point; the point is the massing or gathering of like 
with like to show volume. 
 Fifty-three miles of shoes, or four wire cages of shoes, piles arrayed in grayscale, on a 
spectrum from dirty white to faded gray, the browns of leather still visible. Every now and then, 
red. These shoes are seventy-five years old if they were brand new on the day they were worn to 
Majdanek or Treblinka, Belzec or Sobibór. Given the economic strictures placed on Jewish 
communities across Europe under Nazi occupation, it is likely that many were already showing 
signs of wear when they traveled with their wearers to the extermination centers. Now, they sit 
sandwiched together in various states of decay, some still clearly retaining their shape—ghosting 
the absence of a foot—while others are flat, more resembling pliant slippers, perhaps ballet 
shoes. I wonder what they would feel like to the touch, whether the dust of age would rub off on 
your fingers, whether some of these shoes would themselves disintegrate to nothing if touched 
too forcefully, or for too long. Is a shoe still a shoe if it can no longer be worn? If it is too fragile 
to encase a foot? If it can no longer designate someone in relation to itself as “wearer”? What do 
we call an object that was once a shoe? Can a noun, like a verb, be conjugated in the past tense?   
 The evocation of the individual shoe as belonging to the realm of the optical unconscious 
suggests the metonymic excess of Block 52. That is, any reading of these shoes as memorial 
objects must contend with the fact that the shoe-body pair is unsettled by the way that the shoe 
slides in and out of its own material specificity, exceeding enumeration and suggesting the 




only do so much—the majority of the shoes in Block 52 never cross from material presence into 
the realm of the visual. I can make claims to the enormity of the pile, to the sheer number of 
shoe-body pairs evoked by the pile, but these claims are always tenuous, staked on the 
assumption that if I were to open the metal enclosures and pull each shoe out, one by one, I 
would continue to find evoked by each shoe the loss of its wearer. I cannot see all of the shoes, 
and in this excess of visuality I can only guess at what I would find, and what it would mean. 
The individual shoe as one in a sea of shoes, shoes, shoes suggests more: both more than I can 
see, and more than I can understand—meaning that cannot be contained in the signifying 
relationship between countless shoes and countless displaced bodies.   
Another Small Shoe  
 
 The aging shoes in Block 52 contrast a small display in the Prisoners of Majdanek 
exhibit housed in Block 62, which I toured on my second day at the camp. During the war, this 
building was used for shoe repair.80 Today, among the documents and artifacts on display in the 
exhibit, about a dozen mismatched, single shoes sit in a temperature-controlled glass case, 
arrayed in a careful pile. The invisibility that marks the shoes in Block 52 yields to the clear 
visibility of these shoes—or at least the clear visibility of the most poignant among them. These 
shoes allow visitors to get close; they are few in number; they have withstood the decay that 
marks their counterparts in Block 52. These shoes, though dirty, have retained their colors: there 
is a blue woman’s shoe and a white child’s shoe, a slim red sandal still threaded with laces, one 
shoe made of shiny black leather. There is a brown shoe made of checkered cloth, its pattern still 
 




clear, and a red child’s shoe. A stylish, intricately designed woman’s shoe boasts a cutout pattern 
in gold at the toes, widening into crisscrossing gray straps.  
 While they are not displayed separately, each shoe is singular, singled out for individual 
care. Here, 280,000 shoes are condensed into a small piles of well-preserved examples, each 
standing in for a single life cut short in a Nazi extermination camp. The shoe’s metonymic 
function slides: If the shoes in Block 52 evoke and struggle to contain the overwhelming breadth 
of life destroyed by the Holocaust, the shoes in the exhibit hall reflect its depth. As Ochayon 
argues of the Shoes on the Danube Promenade, singular shoes “remind us that these were people. 
They may have lived long lives, fulfilling lives, lives filled with adventure or with boredom, rich 
lives or ordinary lives, but they lived, until they were murdered.” Together, the two shoe displays 
animate two commonplaces of Holocaust memory with respect to remembering the dead: 
commemoration of the one and the many. The invisibility of the single shoe in the metal cages is 
not an invisibility of the shoes, as a collective—rather, the focus is on mass, multitude, the sheer 
volume that thousands of shoes occupies, and, metonymically, the overwhelming number of 
people who must have worn this overwhelming number of shoes. In the “Prisoners” exhibit, the 
visibility of each shoe sharpens the focus on the overwhelming moral atrocity that is taking a 
life, even one. The weight of mass in Block 52 is counterbalanced in Block 62 by the weight of a 
single shoe that belonged to an individual who, like the subjects of the photographs in The Last 
Album, had an entire life outside of the genocide to which they ultimately fell victim.   
 In some cases, that life was impossibly short. A tiny white child’s shoe, a Mary Jane or a 
T-bar sandal with decorative cutouts over the toes, sits on top of the pile. The strap that would 
buckle this shoe is punched through with seven holes to allow it to adjust to the child’s foot. 




worn than the rest—the kind of wear that results from a shoe being buckled in the same place 
over and over again. I would guess that the girl who wore this shoe was probably about three 
years old, likely not old enough to do or undo the buckles herself. I imagine this labor of love—
the putting on and taking off of a child’s shoes—done over and over again, the strap threaded 
through the buckle, the pin coming to rest naturally in the groove of leather at that most-worn 
hole. The strap is undone now in the display case, arranged over the top of the shoe. In its 
display, here, the imaginable, that ritual of putting on and taking off a child’s shoe, becomes the 
unimaginable. I wonder where the mother found the strength to steady her hands enough to 
unbuckle her child’s shoe as they rushed to undress before being herded into a gas chamber at 
Majdanek or Treblinka, Belzec or Sobibór. Was she among later transports, some of whom knew 
what lay ahead? Or did she think that they would come back, that she would re-buckle her 
child’s shoes later?  
 In this imagined moment between mother and child, the shoe emerges as metonymic of a 
particular relationship of care. This moment is a repetition—both of naming a child as a 
performance of care, a performance similarly undone by violence in Priscilla’s re-naming, and a 
repetition recalling the mother in Birmingham who holds her daughter’s empty shoe outside the 
church. Whereas the mother was present in the image Patterson evoked, and lost in Priscilla’s 
arrival at the Ball plantation, in Majdanek the small shoe itself stood in for both mother and 
child. The empty child’s shoe comes to suggest not only everyday maternal care, but also the 
impossible devastation of not being able to protect your child. Did Priscilla’s mother hold onto 
some material possession of hers, lamenting her lost daughter? Did the mother who last held this 




mother in Birmingham certainly couldn’t have when she sent her daughter off to Sunday School 
that morning.81 
 The affective power of this small shoe resides in part in this imaginative relationship—
what Olin calls the performative index. Olin introduces the concept of the performative index in 
her work on Barthes’s Camera Lucida. As I outlined in detail with respect to my reaction to 
Minka’s photograph, Barthes describes the punctum of a photograph as an arresting element, a 
“sting, speck, cut, little hole” which is wounding in its poignance and varies by viewer (27). To 
extend the concept to material objects, what arrests, grabs me about the display that holds the 
white shoe may not be what arrests another visitor to the Majdanek exhibit. Olin complicates 
Barthes’s concept, moving the punctum from the realm of the real to the realm of the imagined. 
In Camera Lucida, Barthes describes the punctum in a portrait of a Black family taken by 
Harlem portrait photographer James Van Der Zee as a gold braided necklace worn by the 
family’s adult daughter. Notably, this assessment comes several pages after the photograph is 
included in the text and first described—a return without visual return, a detail that Barthes 
comes to “later on,” after he has examined the image and when readers no longer have it in front 
of them (Barthes 53). In his recollection of the Van Der Zee image, Barthes recognizes this 
necklace as similar to a necklace worn by a woman in his own family. The detail arrests him. 
But, as Olin shows in her reading of Barthes and the photograph in question, this arresting detail 
isn’t real—in the photograph, we can see that the woman clearly wears a string of pearls (Barthes 
44; Olin 58). At the same time, however, the detail is real—Olin points out that Barthes’s Aunt 
Alice wears the gold necklace in question in a family photograph published in another of 
 
81 This focus on “care” is not incidental to thinking about memory as performance, or to thinking 
about the ethics of performing memory. See, for example, James Thompson, “Towards an 




Barthes’s monographs (Roland Barthes par Roland Barthes) (Olin 60). This misplaced detail, 
with its affective power, is at the heart of Olin’s performative index, such that “the most 
significant indexical power of the photograph may consequently lie not in the relation between 
the photograph and its subject but in the relation between the photograph and its beholder, or 
user”—in the performative index or index of identification (69). As Hirsch notes, the 
performative index is “shaped by the reality of the viewer’s needs and desires rather than by the 
subject’s actual ‘having-been-there’” (Generation of Postmemory 48, emphasis original).  
 The performative index recasts the shoe. In my imaginative/imagined relation to it, the 
child’s shoe shifts from an object that stands in as indexical of the life of an unknown child—the 
shoe exists and therefore there once existed a child who wore it—to an object that is not only a 
marker of the missing child but also an object onto which I project my own “needs and desires” 
as a contemporary viewer, critic, and performer of memory.82 In the photographs I took of the 
display, I realize that I cannot see the buckle of this shoe. I assume its presence; in my mind’s 
eye I imagine not the shoe itself, or even the shoe on the foot of its owner, but the act of buckling 
the shoe on the foot of the child. The shoe becomes the index of a repetitive action—the strap 
threaded through the buckle, the pin coming to rest naturally in the groove of leather at that 
most-worn hole. A simple metonymy, shoe for body; shoe instead of body; shoe points to 
 
82 This association between the shoe with the performative index is also not incidental. Displays 
of shoes rely on their affective power. For example, a 2012 article in The Washington Post 
describes the exhibit of shoes from Majdanek at the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum 
as “the museum’s final crescendo,” one which evokes “[c]hoked emotion.” Steven Luckert, the 
curator for the museum’s permanent exhibit, is quoted in the article as saying, “In general, the 
shoes are the objects that leave the most profound impression on the visitors. It shows the 
magnitude of Nazi murder through something so deeply personal.” As one USHMM volunteer 
notes, it is individual shoes that are at the heart of this affective power. Seeing baby shoes among 
those in the museum was, for him, the moment when he understood the shoes’ draw: “That’s 
when I thought, ‘A mother was carrying that child on the train.’ It then made sense to me why so 




(missing) body, is no longer adequate. Most children that young cannot buckle their own shoes, 
and so the shoe points to two missing bodies, to a relationship: the child who wore this shoe and 
the person who buckled it for them. The child and her mother. The person who buckled her shoes 
may very well have been someone else—a father, an aunt, a sister. Similarly, I think of the child 
as a girl but, at the time, young boys also wore shoes like these. But for me, the scene is flush 
with maternity and femininity. In the contingency of my own “needs and desires,” I see a young 
woman buckling her daughter’s shoes in a simple act of performing care that is nonetheless as 
fraught as all of our relationships of care. I see the shoe being buckled, and I feel physical pain as 
I look at the shoe in its display case, seventy-five years later. The child and her mother. The 
child, whose hands I can feel ghosting my shoulders as I stoop down and she stands in front of 
me, steadying herself as she lifts one foot to put it in this tiny shoe.  
 I have no place in the metonymy of the empty shoe except as it becomes animated by 
Olin’s performative index, the image of a scene in which an adult puts this shoe on a child’s foot 
blurring at the edges as I find myself unconsciously rehearsing the process of buckling a shoe. I 
stop writing and go for a walk, get a drink of water, take a breath.83 I am not the adult in the 
scene. I am not the mother holding her child’s shoe in Birmingham. My child’s shoes are not on 
the edge of the Danube River, frozen in time and place. I am not yet a mother; I am not the adult 
in any of these scenes.  
 But this is the play of memory—I am not not the adult in the scene as it replays, for me.84 
Thread the strap through the buckle. The pin comes to rest naturally in the groove of leather at 
 
83 I find myself agreeing with Jeffrey Feldman, here: “We feel the shoes in a way that eludes 
explanation, and so we respond with descriptions of our own bodies” (129). 
 





that most-worn hole. The substitutive function of metonymy here expands to encompass a 
performative element that is predicated on my imagined relationship to this object, and to the 
performances of maternal care associated with this object in its everyday materiality. As 
Christian Lundberg notes in his work on trope in Lacan’s psychoanalytic theory, metonymy is 
centrifugal—it operates “by referring signifiers outward toward other signifying relations” (81). 
To be “caught in the rails…of metonymy” is, for Lacan, to be “eternally stretching forth towards 
the desire for something else” (Écrits 167, emphasis original). That is, the centrifugal movement 
of metonymy, its constant expansion, is ongoing: constant forward, outward motion. Whereas in 
Ahmed’s analysis the function of metonymy is to cause words or images to “stick” together, 
building relationships between signifiers that often endure, what she calls the “slide of 
metonymy” also implies, for me, the slide of an existing metonymy, the centrifugal expansion of 
the shoe-body metonym to reach out to other signifiers, even if temporarily.85 And so shoe-body 
becomes, in this case, a “stretch forward” from shoe to (missing) body, child’s shoe to child, to 
mother, to putting on her shoes, to me, stretching forward but also, as Ahmed notes, backward, 
toward the elusive missing child: 
Psychoanalysis allows us to see that emotionality involves movements or associations 
whereby “feelings” take us across different levels of signification, not all of which can be 
 
85 Ahmed makes this argument in the context of the suturing together of terrorist and Islam in a 
post-September 11th American context: “Importantly, the word terrorist sticks to some bodies as 
it reopens past histories of naming, just as it slides into other words in the accounts of the wars in 
Afghanistan and Iraq (such as fundamentalist, Islam, Arab, repressive, primitive). Indeed, the 
slide of metonymy can function as an implicit argument about the causal relations between terms 
(such as Islam and terrorism) within the making of truths and worlds, but in such a way that it 
does not require an explicit statement. The work done by metonymy means that it can remake 
links—it can stick words like terrorist and Islam together—even when arguments are made that 
seem to unmake those links. Utterances like ‘this is not a war against Islam’ coexist with 
descriptions such as ‘Islamic terrorists,’ which work to restick the words together and constitute 
their coincidence as more than simply temporal. The sliding between signs also involves 
‘sticking’ signs to bodies: the bodies who ‘could be terrorists’ are the ones who might ‘look 




admitted in the present. This is what I would call the rippling effect of emotions; they 
move sideways (through “sticky” associations between signs, figures, and object) as well 
as backward (repression always leaves its trace in the present—hence “what sticks” is 
also bound up with the “absent presence” of historicity). (“Affective Economies” 120)  
 
Ahmed cites Freud, where the “backward” movement of fear centers “the primary fear of 
castration” (126). The centrifugal movement of metonymy, whereby the chain of signifiers 
grows ever longer, suggests a nebulous, absent origin. As we follow the chain backward, as 
Lacan argues, “there is no signification that does refer to another signification” (Écrits 259). As 
we follow the chain backward, we are heading toward an origin at which we will never arrive. 
The origin will always be displaced. In the case of the child’s shoe at Majdanek, what is 
displaced, backwards down the chain, is the historical child. This encompasses both a missing 
body and, as in the case of Minka, something more: something ineffable, what I described 
previously as signified but not captured by Gordon’s idea of “complex personhood” (4). The 
logic of substitution that constitutes a simple definition for metonymy is therefore complicated 
by the deferred origin of the signifying chain.  
 The “centrifugal” power of metonymy suggests metonymy’s productivity: the shoe as a 
memorial sign expands. In this case, that expansion encompasses a performative indexicality. 
The child’s shoe is not only “shaped by the reality of the viewer’s needs and desires,” to return 
to Hirsch, but is also ghosted by the embodied possibilities I as viewer associate with it. As a 
memorial sign, this shoe expands Olin’s concept of the performative index by virtue of the 
performances of care re-membered in and by its very materiality. In the child’s shoe inheres an 
everyday ethics of care. The shoe also carries a counter-performance of terror, of the anticipation 
of mass murder afforded the retrospective viewer. 
 As I reflect on my photographs of the tiny white shoe, the closest I come to anything 




the imagined ritual of buckling a child’s shoes, how I could (almost?) feel her hand on my arm. 
The slide of metonymy is then neither linear nor primarily ideational: I originally thought that 
the shoe as performative index extends the chain of signifiers outward, the shoe itself falling 
closest to the absent child with my newly imagined discursive links constituting an expansion of 
this original metonymy. But I am compelled to place the act of buckling the shoe, that brief 
scene, between the shoe itself and the missing child to which this commemorative object 
gestures but cannot reach. The signifying chain, in this case, doubles back on itself—better yet, 
the links in the chain seem to slide past one another, to arrange and rearrange themselves even as 
the chain continues to lengthen. This metonymic slide is, to follow Olin, a performative slide, 
deepening the imagined possibilities for the shoe as memorial object.  
Beyond Metonymy in the New Jewish Cemetery, Lublin   
 
 I left Majdanek on Corpus Christi and shifted from critic to tourist. There are two Jewish 
cemeteries in Lublin, one “old” and one “new.” Today, they are both behind locked gates, 
available only to visitors who pick up a set of keys from a Jewish hotel that was once a pre-war 
yeshiva. It was in the New Jewish Cemetery in Lublin that the centrifugal remembering 
encouraged by the child’s shoe exceeded itself, expanding outward beyond the reach of the shoe 
as sign of memorialization.           
 The New Jewish Cemetery, with its first burials in 1829, sits across the road from a 
massive Catholic cemetery: the Unicka Street Cemetery, also called the Cmentarz 
Rzymskokatolicki (Roman Catholic Cemetery). This latter cemetery is packed with graves, 
which are visible from the road that divides it from the Jewish cemetery. The graves are 
themselves packed with flowers and mementoes—especially, I suspect, on a holiday like Corpus 




gate, the one that opens with the keys I retrieved from the hotel, is mostly—nothing. Both the 
Old and New Jewish Cemeteries were largely destroyed during the war. The Nazis used the 
headstones for such purposes as paving roads in Majdanek.  
 A roped off fragment of the ghetto wall still stands within the New Jewish Cemetery. A 
small space holds graves dating from the last few decades. Several graves with markers list 
multiple family members killed by the Nazis during the war. There are the outlines of several 
large plots, which hold the children of the Lublin orphanage who were murdered by the Nazis. A 
placard on a memorial erected in 2008 tells visitors that more than one hundred children, and a 
number of residents from the town’s Jewish Shelter for the Elderly, were murdered in 1942 and 
brought to the cemetery by survivors for re-burial in 1947. And there are a number of 
demarcated but unnamed graves lined up in several rows, blank headstones about which I can 
find no further information.86  
 The New Jewish Cemetery was rehabilitated in the 1980s. An informational placard 
names Sara and Manfred Frenkel as the benefactors of the restoration, which includes a new wall 
surrounding the cemetery as well as a memorial at its entrance. From the outside of the cemetery, 
the wall resembles old tombstones, interspersed with rough metal fixtures in the shape of 
menorahs, a recognizable symbol of Judaism with roots in the biblical tradition and modern 
uptake in the Emblem of the State of Israel.  
 
86 The Foundation for the Documentation of Jewish Cemeteries in Poland catalogues the marked 





Figure 9: The exterior wall of the New Jewish Cemetery resembles old tombstones 
 As visitors approach the stairs that lead to the cemetery’s locked gate, the blank 
tombstones of the wall give way to stones that are engraved with names in both Latin and 
Hebrew letters. Commonly used abbreviations following the Hebrew names—ז׳׳ל and ע׳׳ה—read 
“of blessed memory” and “may peace be upon them.” The other side of these stones, visible from 
inside the cemetery, provide more information: Moische Bass, Majdanek 1942; Chaim Bass, 13 
Kwietnia 1920 - 4 Grudnia 1942 (13 April 1920 - 4 December 1942), Majdanek; Chaika Bass, 
Majdanek; Don Bass jego żona i dwoje dzieci—his wife and two children—Majdanek; Jankel 
Wulfman jego żona i dwoje dzieci, Majdanek. There are other camps mentioned, both on these 
stones closest to the gates as well as on commemorative plaques adhered to other of the stones, 
facing the cemetery: Auschwitz, Belzec, Sobibór, Treblinka. The stones are in Polish, some in 
Hebrew, one or two in English. Some of the stones have flowers in front of them, an 





Figure 10: A memorial stone for Jankel Wulfman, who was murdered in Majdanek 
 Moische Bass. Chaim Bass. Chaika Bass. Don Bass, Jankel Wulfman, their wives and 
children, call me back to Majdanek. It is worth noting that this list is not only a list but a wall—
not a list on a wall, a familiar memorial motif, but a list as wall, a memorial that serves the 
double function of protecting, of keeping out. Those tombstones that don’t mark interred bodies 
serve as a line of defense for the bodies that rest in the interior of the cemetery. Defense against 
what? Contemporary antisemitism? Carelessness? Young people acting out in public space? 
Some combination of the three, or something else entirely?  
 To my surprise, after leaving the locked, walled off cemetery, I realized that this was not 




and Catholic burial grounds) is the other half of the New Jewish Cemetery. It is recognizable as 
such by its matching wall of tombstones and by an entry arch that draws visitors up the sidewalk. 
Unlike the first half of the cemetery, this space has no gate, certainly no lock. It is public. A 
stone marked with the Star of David reads, in English: 
The Jewish Cemetery  
Established in 1829 
During the Nazi Occupation 1939-1944 
The Resting Place of the Victims of Hitler’s Terror  
 
This side of the cemetery is a field. Sidewalks cross it; in the center the Sara and Manfred Bass-
Frenkel Foundation has built a “monument.” The monument is a commemorative wall set into 
the side of a small hill; it is not particularly monumental. The primary suggestion that this is not 
an ordinary field, a public park or simply unused land is the continuation of the rehabilitated 
cemetery’s unique outer wall of decorative gravestones. The wall delimits this half of the 
cemetery but does not protect it. Visitors to this space have left behind graffiti, empty soda 
bottles, black letters scrawled on the monument. A Lublin cultural website numbers those buried 
in the New Jewish Cemetery at 50,000 before its destruction by the Nazis (“New Jewish 
Cemetery in Lublin”). I stood, stunned, on the sidewalk and watched people walk their dogs 
through the grass.  
 Defense against what? My question is answered as I stand on the walkway in the middle 
of the cemetery. Graffiti and litter, dogs and their humans. I went to Majdanek looking for shoes, 
stumbled upon names in a cemetery wall that animated those piles of shoes in Block 52, and was 
stopped in my tracks by an empty field. If the metonymic function of the shoes was made richer 
and more complex by my camera and my imagination, I find myself at a loss as to what I can add 
to this expanse of space, what supplement I can offer to initiate the slide from memorial to 




 As I stood inside the bounds of the vast emptiness of the New Jewish Cemetery, I was 
moved by my own anger. I arrived in Lublin at the very end of a research trip that had also 
included Budapest, Krakow, and Auschwitz, and I had felt many things over the course of my 
travels, but this was rage. It caught me off guard. The state of the lovingly-tended cemetery 
across the road made me angry. The spray paint, the trash, the absence of a living community to 
come and leave mementoes for the dead and the absence of the tombstones that should dignify 
those buried here—they all made me angry. I was angry that a city that once had 40,000 Jewish 
residents now had “only several dozen” (Liphshiz). I fought the urge to approach the dogwalkers, 
to ask them, “Do you know where you are? Don’t you know you’re walking on graves? Don’t 
you care?” I said nothing. Memory of the Holocaust is complicated in Poland.87   
 As I argued with regard to Minka’s photograph, the metonymic function of shoes is not 
only substitution but also displacement.88 This displacement is not only about the absence, the 
unattainability, of the referent but also about the processes through which memory becomes 
sanitized, domesticated, rendered comprehensible. To understand what has been lost—even to 
begin to understand what has been lost—we represent that loss. A pile of worn leather shoes, a 
glass case with a dozen shoes that have retained their color, a small girl’s white leather Mary 
 
87 It is estimated that in addition to three million Jewish Poles, the Nazis also murdered almost 
two million non-Jewish Poles. Particularly targeted for murder or imprisonment in the early days 
of the occupation were cultural leaders, including teachers and Catholic priests. An additional 1.5 
million Poles were conscripted for forced labor in Germany. Hundreds of thousands of Polish 
citizens were displaced from their homes to make space for ethnic Germans (“Polish Victims”). 
At the same time, contemporary debates continue over the complicity of the Polish people in the 
fate of their Jewish neighbors (see, for example, Jan Gross’s Neighbors). In 2018, the Polish 
government passed—and then “backpedaled” on—a law that threatened “criminal penalties” for 
referring to Poland as complicit in the Holocaust (Santora).  
 
88 See Lacan in The Psychoses: “In general what Freud calls condensation is what in rhetoric one 




Jane shoe; names on tombstones, none of whom survived Majdanek or Auschwitz or somewhere 
else, unknown. I am reminded of Derrida’s discomfort with the metonymic function of the name 
“Auschwitz,” expressed in a 1998 interview with Michal Ben-Naftali:  
Auschwitz, where I went a few weeks ago, Auschwitz is a place, it is terrible, Auschwitz, 
it is something monstrous, of course. But it was only, even during the experience of 
extermination, a place among others. But why this metonymy? It is well known that when 
one says Auschwitz today, one doesn’t think only of the town which still exists… People 
often use this word as a banner, a label: “At least I uttered the word Auschwitz, I’ve done 
my duty, my conscience is clear.” I resist this easiness. For me it is both too difficult and 
too easy. (22)  
 
At least I uttered the word Auschwitz… the spirit of Derrida’s critique holds, for me, across 
metonymic representations of the Holocaust: to simply stand before a pile of shoes and assume 
you have fulfilled an obligation to remember is too easy. While I knew this on an intellectual 
level while I toured Majdanek, and began to sense loss as uncontainable in Block 52, it was 
when I stood in the field that was once a cemetery that I felt the extent to which displayed 
objects, lists of names, barracks and guard towers and gas chambers undergoing preservation, 
displace the emptiness that remains in the absence of six million lives. The metonym “six 
million” expands, here, to evoke the destruction not only of so many but of so much, of entire 
pre-war worlds: businesses and schools and synagogues, family dinners and holiday parties, the 
everyday rhythms of life. Gone. This displacement occurs even as these memorial objects and 











Figure 12: The entrance to the unpreserved half of the New Jewish Cemetery in Lublin 












Figure 14: Part of the New Jewish Cemetery, its ornamental wall visible in the background  
 





 There is nothing left, I thought. I stood in a cemetery, knowing that I was in a cemetery 
despite the absence of traditional headstones, markers of the bodies buried below my feet, 
looking out across a wall fashioned from stone—out of decorative tombstones that mark no 
bodies, that suggest anonymous bodies, missing bodies—seeing the opposing fullness of the 
Unicka Street Cemetery across the road. I was unable to put my anger, my grief into words, then. 
Now I realize that the empty cemetery is a site that achieves a Brechtian defamiliarization of 
memory in relation to traditional memorialization of the Holocaust. As Benjamin argues of 
Bertolt Brecht’s epic theatre, defamiliarized remembering engages a familiar memorial context 
as if “for the first time” (“What is Epic Theatre? II” 304).89 The memorial scene in the New 
Jewish Cemetery unfolded for me as if I were experiencing Brecht’s verfremdungseffekt—albeit 
off-stage, performing in turn my own remembering from the perspective of one who was 
engaging in/with Holocaust commemoration as if for the first time.  
 Defamiliarization: the thousands of shoes on display at Majdanek evoke absence. The 
absence-as-emptiness that I felt in the New Jewish Cemetery was a very different kind of 
absence. The metonymic relation between gathered objects and death in the context of the 
Holocaust is a firmly sedimented one. In the words of museum planner and scholar Paul 
Williams in his study of memorial museums, in Holocaust commemoration “[p]iles of objects 
 
89 Brecht describes this defamiliarizing effect in “The Street Scene,” in which he uses the 
example of a witness to a traffic accident showing and telling others what occurred to detail the 
tenets of “epic theater.” Of the “alienation effect,” Brecht writes, “[w]hat is involved here is… a 
technique of taking the human social incidents to be portrayed and labelling them as something 
striking, something that calls for explanation, is not to be taken for granted, not just natural” 
(125). He continues that the “object” of the alienation effect “is to allow the spectator to criticize 
constructively from a social point of view” (125). Benjamin writes that for Brecht, the power of 
epic theatre resides in its ability to depict a situation in such a way that audiences see it as if “for 
the first time”—in such a way that what is ordinary becomes defamiliarized (“What Is Epic 





contribute to a homology of absent bodies” (29).90 Landsberg makes a similar assertion, arguing 
that “[t]he pile has become the ‘aesthetic’ of the Holocaust because it now evokes a death world” 
(133). To highlight the centrality of material objects as representations of absence in Holocaust 
memorialization, Landsberg describes a scene in the Roman Polanski film The Pianist where the 
titular character, Wladyslaw Szpilman, emerges from his hiding place in the Warsaw ghetto after 
the deportation that took his family and left the ghetto empty. Landsberg writes:   
The second part of this film is more about absence and loss than it is about brutality. 
After hiding out for several days Wladyslaw reemerges in the empty ghetto. In an image 
that might serve as a microcosm for the plight of the survivor, Wladyslaw comes to the 
square where the Jews awaited their deportation. Once alive with Jews huddled together, 
the square is now empty—or at least empty of people. All that remains are the suitcases 
and belongings of the Jews who were taken away. These piles of possessions, now 
without owners, reinforce the absence created by the Holocaust… these piles of suitcases 
and possessions mark an absence. That this absence is being registered symbolically by 
the presence of ownerless objects suggests the complicated nature of the identification 
solicited here. Viewers must recognize intellectually that people are absent. Because we 
understand absence through signification—the presence of things that stand in for the 
absence of bodies—there is a layer of mediation between us and the story. The distance 
opened up by the mediation is more likely to produce empathy, an intellectual and 
emotional negotiation with the plight of the “other.” (128, emphasis mine)   
 
The suitcases and other belongings piled in the square serve to “stand in for”—to evoke—the 
absent bodies that left them there. I found Landsberg’s assertion that we “understand absence 
through signification—the presence of things that stand in for the absence of bodies” challenged 
by the empty field of the cemetery. While the absence of the tombstones, the fact that this was 
both a prewar cemetery and a site of Nazi violence during the war, is marked at the entrance to 
the grounds and those grounds are delineated by the gravestone wall, from my vantage point on 
the sidewalk in the middle of the empty field what signified absence was… absence. Whereas the 
 
90 The “pile” is always ghosted by the suggestion that it is a pile of shoes. As Feldman notes, “Of 
all the actual piles in museums and memorials of Holocaust objects, as well as the films of piles 




“pile” is comprised of objects that mark absent bodies, in the cemetery it is the understood 
presence of bodies and the absence of markers—together, the absence of life and the absence of 
culturally appropriate commemoration of those lives—that I found so striking.  
 This defamiliarization of memory, the interruption of the typical aesthetic representations 
of Holocaust memory, stopped me in my tracks. Perhaps most powerful is my belated realization 
that the emotions I felt were so striking in part because they were not curated: I was not angry, 
did not feel rage and grief in response to an exhibit, an array of objects, an impossibly long list of 
names of the dead. Instead, my affective reaction was in response to the space as it was at that 
moment—to the scene that unfolded in the space of the cemetery because its striking emptiness 
also invited utilitarian or subversive uses, such as dog-walking, graffiti, the kind of moving-on 
that renders a cemetery a field. The everydayness of the space in its current iteration, juxtaposed 
with its historical sanctity and its traumatic desecration during the war, added to the 
defamiliarizing effect of memorial grounds marked by the absence rather than presence of 
memorial objects or overt monumentality.  
 Feminist geographer Doreen Massey provides an apt definition of space as I experienced 
it while standing in the unlocked portion of the New Jewish Cemetery: space is “not firm ground 
on which to stand,” frozen in time; rather, it is a “sphere of dynamic simultaneity, constantly 
disconnected by new arrivals, constantly waiting to be determined (and therefore always 
undetermined) by the construction of new relations.” Space is “unfinished” because it is “always 
being made” (107). Massey writes that “[t]he specifically spatial within time-space is produced 
by that—sometimes happenstance, sometimes not—arrangement-in-relation-to-each-other that is 
the result of there being a multiplicity of trajectories” (111). Space is about points of contact, 




make, a “sphere” of relation. I happened upon the cemetery when people were there walking 
their dogs—a coincidence that recalls the liveness that ghosts the concept of performance: in this 
moment, I cohabited this space with these particular dogwalkers, who may not have been there 
had I arrived moments earlier or later.91 But they were there when I was, and so we were co-
located in what seemed to be two very different performances: everyday life staged as a walk in 
the park; remembering the dead in a (destroyed) cemetery. Our conflicting trajectories were part 
of the “always-being-made” of the “specifically spatial”—the cemetery as a space that made me 
pause, made me angry, made me keenly aware of the fact that any attempt at representation of 
the absence of six million lives (and the entire lifeworld destroyed along with them) is so 
inadequate as to seem futile. And yet the cemetery as “space” is also (tentatively, tenuously) 
hopeful. As space it will continuously be made otherwise. This space as space is replete with the 
kinds of contradictions I found as I tried to honor the dead in the middle of others’ leisurely 
exercise, but these contradictions simultaneously leave open the possibility for “new arrivals” 
and making the space meaningful.  
 It is hard to describe, now, my sense that I was, in that moment standing on the sidewalk 
that cuts through a destroyed cemetery, somehow more in tune with the enormity of the loss of 
the Holocaust than I was standing in the presence of thousands of shoes. In Block 52, I felt the 
metonymic link between shoe and death strain in the face of the shoes’ uncontainable excess, but 
all I could say then was “more.” In the cemetery I was able to name that “more” absence—but 
words remain elusive in the future present of writing. This failure of words is not same as the 
failure of words to write the ghost I knew as “Priscilla”—it is the failure of a flash of clarity that 
cannot be regained. The ghost was not, for me, a figure of clarity so much as the materialization 
 




of the uncanny—the feeling that repeating a name brought with it the doubled specters of two 
girls called Priscilla. The affective resonance of the cemetery accompanied a flash of 
understanding rather than the flash of haunting, which always exceeds understanding. I can write 
about the anger and grief now, but my tenuous new understanding of “absence” belongs to the 
realm of what Michael Bernard-Donals calls forgetful memory (Forgetful Memory 59): “If 
collective memory consists of our reconstructions of past events through their receptions and 
mediations between the event’s occurrence and the present,” Bernard-Donals writes, “‘forgetful 
memory’ is the interruption of the fabric of memory by the trace or effect of the event that it 
can’t contain” (59). The emptiness of the field was too much: too real, too provocative, too 
empty, too ordinary, too neglected, too different from the Roman Catholic cemetery across the 
street, too unassuming, too empty, too empty, too empty, too much. Six million people, families 
and their neighbors and whole towns; their hopes for the future and the cemetery grounds that 
knit a Jewish community’s present to its past; the ordinary and extraordinary and everything in 
between: here in 1939 and gone by 1945. An empty Polish field spray-painted with graffiti, 
surrounded on all sides by life that has gone on, welcoming today of dogs and their humans, is 
too daring for a museum. I stood in the field as the “fabric of memory” failed to “contain” the 
emptiness around me.  
 Eventually, I left the field. The next day, I returned to Majdanek, and then I left Lublin. 
But it is important to conclude here by noting that remembering in the context of this city 
landscape, this larger scene of commemoration, is not a series of replacements—a monstrous pile 
of shoes replaced by a single child’s shoe replaced by an empty field. Instead, Lublin memory is, 
following Massey, a “sphere of dynamic simultaneity” (107). I went to Majdanek looking for 




the shoe-body pair expanding outward to suggest performative acts of care in Block 62. Ghosting 
the productive outward motion of the shoe’s metonymy—perhaps at its always-deferred center— 
is an emptiness that cannot be captured in or by this material remembering, but whose contours 
have come to look like the sidewalks that crisscross the New Jewish Cemetery.   
The Shoes on the Capitol Lawn  
 
 The scene changes. The empty expanse of the New Jewish Cemetery in Lublin flickers, 
shifts, rematerializes, differently. Haunted emptiness is made otherwise, into another kind of 
haunting, as this new field of grass is covered in empty shoes. The single child’s shoe outside the 
Birmingham church, the iron shoes filled with candy and flowers on the Danube Promenade, the 
white strapped shoe in the glass case in the Prisoners of Majdanek exhibit, become seven 
thousand pairs of contemporary children’s shoes, arranged eighteen inches apart in 
approximately eighty rows, covering the Capitol lawn in Washington D.C. for one day—
Tuesday, March 13, 2018. The shoes represent an estimate: one pair for each child who has been 
killed by a gun in the United States since the Sandy Hook shooting claimed the lives of nearly an 
entire first grade class in December of 2012. The immediate impetus for the display was the 
school shooting that ended seventeen lives the month before, on Valentine’s Day, at Marjory 
Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida. 92  
 The display was an ephemeral memorial, there one day and gone—donated—the next. 
The display’s situatedness in time and space was a dark reflection of that which the shoes were 
meant to mark: children taken in an instant, there one day and gone—violently, inexplicably, 
needlessly—the next. It can also be described as a protest memorial, a commemorative site 
 




whose purpose was both to memorialize the past and to protest current gun control policies with 
the hopes of influencing change. The shoes mobilize what rhetorician Craig Rood calls the 
“warrant of the dead,” “an explicit or implicit claim that the dead place a demand on the 
living”—“an ethical claim that we have an obligation to those who died” (48) In the case of the 
memorial on the Capitol lawn, our obligation to children killed by guns is to “demand Congress 
honor those we’ve lost with action”—legislative action to control access to and use of guns 
(“Monument for our Kids”). The memorial was planned as a prelude to the March for Our Lives, 
a Parkland-student-led rally for gun control that took place in D.C. later in March 2018. 
 Unlike the shoes on display in Majdanek, most of the shoes on the Capitol lawn in 2018 
did not bear an indexical relationship to the children they stood (in) for. That is, for the most 
part, these shoes were not worn by the children they signify—those killed by guns since 2012. 
Avaaz, the advocacy group that organized the memorial, called for donations leading up to the 
event. Nor were the shoes set in strict, one-to-one relation with children killed by guns. The 
number of shoes—seven thousand—is an estimate rather than a count. One poignant exception to 
this non-indexical relationship could be found in a pair of size ten-and-a-half Reebok sneakers, 
white with navy blue details, their toes scuffed from wear. These shoes belonged to Daniel 
Mauser, a teenage boy killed at Columbine High School in 1999. His father, Tom, traveled to 
D.C. from Colorado to contribute the sneakers to the memorial event (Killough). 
 The signification at work in this memorial is clearly metonymic. As Kenneth Burke wrote 
in A Grammar of Motives, “The basic ‘strategy’ in metonymy is this: to convey some incorporeal 
or intangible state in terms of the corporeal or tangible” (506). In the case of the Capitol lawn 
memorial, the metonymic quality of the shoes was based not on pure indexicality—the absent 




shoe that Patterson describes in Birmingham—but instead on an economy of representation that 
relies on the suturing link between shoes and death/loss that other memorials have established. In 
this case, death and especially its resulting loss, which sever the ordinary relationship between 
shoe and body and make shoes available in place of the body in memorials where objects are 
indexical of their owners, have become the “incorporeal or intangible state” that is “conveyed” 
through the “tangible” object of the shoe.  
 This representation of the “intangible” or unimaginable—the fact that approximately 
seven thousand kids have been killed by guns in the United States in less than a decade—in the 
form of children’s shoes attempts what Butler would call a resignification of the Capitol lawn.93 
The rows of shoes, spanning more than 10,000 square feet (Icsman), were a striking inversion of 
the New Jewish Cemetery, where existing tombstones have disappeared leaving a once-full 
space empty. In its description of the event, Avaaz uses the language of home to describe the 
Capitol lawn. Prior to the emplacement of the memorial, they announced the creation of a 
monument “right in the front yard of the Capitol.” After the memorial’s display, they describe 
the shoes as laid out “on Congress’ doorstep” (“Monument for our Kids”). The shoes turn the 
literal and symbolic (the building itself a metonym) home of the United States Congress into a 
ghostly graveyard, re-marking a haunting that compels lawmakers who haven’t done enough to 
control access to guns to share space with the children those guns have killed. 
 This temporary arrangement of space, the Capitol lawn “remade,” following Massey, into 
a memorial bordering on a resting place, was both ephemeral and lasting. The resignification of 
the Capitol lawn continues in a robust archival record, with photographs of the shoes circulating 
widely on the internet. These photographs preserve something of the ephemeral. Looking at 
 




these images of the lawn, long after the shoes have been picked up, is to re-engage their 
memorial performance. In The Archive and the Repertoire, Taylor argues for a conception of 
performance that “exceeds the live” and “rests on the notion of ghosting.” To borrow her 
description of Princess Diana’s “enactment” of royalty, the shoes’ enactment of memory “left a 
trace” (143). The photographs also surpass preservation of the event, constituting a memorial 
unto themselves. In his Archive Fever: Uses of the Document in Contemporary Art, curator and 
art historian Okwui Enwezor describes photographic mediation of “events or performances” as 
follows:  
Without photographic or filmic record of events or performances, the condition of reality 
on which their received effect as works of art depended would not have existed… But 
this relationship between past event and its document, an action and its archival 
photographic trace, is not simply the act of citing a preexisting object or event; the 
photographic document is a replacement of the object or event, not merely a record of it. 
(22-23) 
 
What Enwezor argues of certain performance events can also be argued of the shoe memorial on 
the Capitol lawn: it inhabits “a world of practices staged as much for itself as for the camera” 
(22). This is a memorial that I only saw as a photograph, as a series of photographs, a memorial 
that was already gone by the time I knew it existed. But it is not a stretch to argue that I have 
seen the memorial as Avaaz intended it to be seen by the majority of its viewers: 
photographically, through the repetition of the camera framing the shoes at various scales.94  
 In one of the media reports I read, Avaaz campaign director Nell Greenberg highlights 
the memorial’s interplay between the shoes as collective and each shoe as emblematic of a single 
and singular child’s life. “Shoes are so individual. They’re so personal,” she says (Killough). 
 
94 A press notice lets reporters know that the event will be from 8:30-2:00, and “[i]n case 
cameras would like to take images of volunteers preparing the monument, our members will be 




“There are ballet slippers here and roller skates. These are kids.” While the two displays at 
Majdanek functioned for me as spaces for separate meditations on the memorial commonplaces 
of the one and the many, the shoes on the lawn both interweave the two and push metonymy 
toward metaphor: “these are kids.” Shoes are “individual” and “personal,” Greenberg asserts, but 
the markers of that individuality—ballet slippers and roller skates—are also emblematic (and 
nostalgic) of a particular kind of middle class, suburban childhood. They evoke a figure that 
exceeds the individual child. And because this memorial is what I have called a protest 
memorial, the specificity of the children who have died—both as individuals and as a statistical 
aggregate—is displaced to make room for a forward-looking appeal. These are kids: right here in 
front of you, in the shoes on the lawn, is a vulnerable group in need of protection. This group is 
so expansive as to suggest that it may one day include your child, the many becoming and many 
more. The call to action here is based on identification—Olin’s performative index this time 
activated in and by a more immediate, personal set of relations: those between the viewer and 
their own children. In this case, the shoes demand more than an imagined performance of care 
for children who have already been killed by guns; they demand preventative action on behalf of 
children who might someday be killed by guns.  
 This oscillation between past and future, children who have been killed and children who 
might be killed, is evident in the memorial’s name: the “Monument to our Kids.” Our kids, a 
third person possessive pronoun.95 In the temporal play—what Pryor would call the time slips—
 
95 Rood notes that President Barack Obama relied on this same formulation—our children—in 
his response to the shooting at Sandy Hook Elementary School in December 2012. He cites a 
speech from December 16, two days after the shooting: “‘We come to realize that we bear a 
responsibility for every child because we’re counting on everybody else to help look after ours; 
that we’re all parents; that they’re all our children’” (59). Rood notes, “If gun control is 




animating a memorial whose purpose is to bring into being different futures, it is difficult to tell 
whether this “our” signifies that children who have already been killed by guns belong to—or 
perhaps more accurately, to echo Patterson in “A Flower for the Graves,” are the responsibility 
of us all… or whether it is meant to signify that this monument will also be for our, the viewer 
and the Congressperson’s, now-living children—and for our collective American children and 
nostalgic visions of American childhood, ballet slippers and roller skates and the kid next door—
whom we could lose to gun violence if we do not act.  
 A parent viewing the memorial in D.C., or later encountering it through news coverage, 
might think, my child wears shoes like these, and this could have been my child, thank God it 
wasn’t. Olin notes that a photograph’s “ability to behave in [a] relational sense gives [it] its 
power to stand in for a person”—this power is its ability to act as performative index (6). Sitting 
empty, in a context that clearly signifies and symbolizes loss, these shoes are given license to 
stand in for children whose lives have been cut short, the not my child who might have worn 
shoes like these. But the shoes produce the insistent specter of other children, “our kids,” kids 
who could walk onto the Capitol lawn and step into these shoes, children who might recognize 
shoes in the memorial that are just like their own shoes at home—children whose lives might be 
cut short in the absence of political change. 
 This affective power is both noted in and enhanced by media coverage of the memorial—
the texts whose documentation of this ephemeral display constitute part of its continued life. For 
example, The Washington Post’s piece on the display is framed by a description of a three-year-
old girl named Eliana who visited the memorial with her mother: “At the edge of a sea of shoes 
 
relationship is not one between equals; it is disproportionate, as those with power are obliged to 




Tuesday morning outside the Capitol, a little girl stood teetering on the balls of her feet,” the 
article begins. The rows of shoes looked like a place to play, and her mother had to explain that it 
wasn’t—but, the article noted, Eliana’s mother “couldn’t bring herself to explain the reason” for 
the shoes on the lawn to her young child. After a series of interviews with other visitors to the 
memorial, the end of the article circles back to the beginning: “As [other visitors] spoke, with 
heads bent against the gusts of wind, little Eliana leaned against her mother. She was wearing 
pink snow boots” (Lang). This explicit reference to Eliana’s pink snow boots draws attention to 
the difference between a child in a pair of shoes wandering among empty children’s shoes—and 
also to the painful, terrifying arbitrariness that dictates which shoes are filled and which aren’t in 
an era defined by gun violence.  
 The identification demanded by the Monument to our Kids particularly animates the 
performative in Olin’s performative index. Borrowing from Austin’s foundational work on the 
concept of the performative and his sense that some speech acts (in his work: a small subset) do 
what they say, I am here suggesting that the memorial is not only about action but is immediately 
active, beginning from the affective power of its materiality.96 To think about memory 
performatively, or the index performatively, suggests that we ask about the material effects of 
memory, or the material effects of this viewer-created index. When Tom Mauser brought his son 
Daniel’s shoes to D.C., he said that it was his view that “this kind of event with shoes offers a 
very powerful metaphor both for how we miss the victims who once filled those shoes, and also 
for how we see ourselves wanting to walk in their place, seeking change, so that others don’t 
have to walk this painful journey” (Millstein). He plays here with the tropes of walking in 
 
96 Austin writes of the performative utterance that its “name is derived, of course, from 
‘perform’, the usual verb with the noun ‘action’: it indicates that the issuing of the utterance is 




someone else’s shoes and filling someone’s shoes—unlike on the Danube Promenade, where the 
child’s shoes were “filled” with candy and flowers, these empty shoes are symbolically filled 
through activist work for gun control. As with our imagined proximity to the grieving mother in 
Birmingham, shoes here both evoke loss and demand a doing.  
 Avaaz, whose tagline is “The world in action,” describes its “simple democratic mission” 
as follows: to “organize citizens of all nations to close the gap between the world we have and 
the world most people everywhere want”—a call reminiscent of Das’s hope for an “eventual 
everyday” (Avaaz). This was the goal with the display of shoes on the lawn of the Capitol 
Building: to participate in the building of a different, better world. “Let’s demand Congress 
honor those we’ve lost with action,” reads Avaaz’s announcement of the event. While the 
purpose of the memorial was to spur action, curating the display was also a means of acting. 
“Will you join survivors of gun violence by donating a worn pair of shoes (especially children’s 
shoes)?” asked the announcement posted on Avaaz’s website. The call rhetorically constructs 
alliance, suggesting that to donate shoes is to join those who have directly experienced gun 
violence as an ally. The call includes information for twelve shoe drop-off locations in the 
Washington D.C. area, as well as a shipping address. An update posted after the memorial’s 
completion attests to the performative success of the installation: “Throughout the day, people 
walked the rows of shoes, crying and calling for action to save our kids from guns” (emphasis 
mine). Success was also measured in the widespread coverage the memorial received, with links 
to pieces from CNN, The Washington Post, Reuters, and USA Today—“along with hundreds of 




 Ultimately, the shoes also got the attention of the lawmakers the memorial sought to 
influence. Media reports note that some members of Congress visited the display.97 The day after 
the shoes lined the lawn of the Capitol Building, Avaaz’s updated announcement says, 
“Congresswoman Pelosi brought the image of the shoes into a hearing on gun violence for every 
one of our representatives to see.” The monument was emplaced “on Congress’ doorstep,” “right 
in the front yard of the Capitol” (“Monument for our Kids”). When the display got the attention 
of Congresswoman Pelosi, to carry the metaphor to its completion, she brought the shoes and 
their message from the lawn into the House.   
 The shoes made it into the House, but Congress did not take action on gun control 
legislation in 2018. This failure to act repeated failures to act on legislation proposed after the 
2012 Sandy Hook shooting and the 1999 Columbine shooting. The shoes on the lawn were one 
scene in an ongoing drama that continues to pit gun control activists against gun rights 
activists—and their congressional lobby. Tom Mauser, the Columbine father who brought his 
son’s shoes to D.C., references this repetition:  
“We did this in Denver,” he said, gesturing to the rows of shoes. “We put shoes just like 
this on the steps of the state capitol—twice. I’m not shocked I have to keep doing this. 
I’m angry. But I’m not surprised.” 
 
On his feet, Mauser wore the sneakers Daniel was wearing the day he was killed.  
 
“I save these for special occasions,” the father said. “I want these to last.” (Lang) 
 
And before Columbine, in 1994, there were the shoes of the “Silent March,” also emplaced in 
Washington D.C., around the Reflecting Pool outside the Capitol Building and later on the 
 
97 For example, a USA Today piece covering the memorial included three social media posts 




Capitol lawn. During this protest memorial, 40,000 pairs of shoes were laid out to represent a 
yearly count of gun violence in the United States (Butterfield).  
 The repetition of Congress’s failure to act in the wake of gun violence and the repetition 
of the empty shoe as emblematic of loss mark another repetition: incidents in which children are 
killed, by guns, in their schools. Although the Monument for our Kids was meant to encompass 
all children killed by a gun since 2012, whether in school or elsewhere, the impetus for the 
memorial was the school shooting in Parkland, Florida the month prior. The memorial slips time 
in more ways than one, for me, not only signifying both past and future deaths in a single set of 
commemorative artifacts, but also encouraging time to “move backward” (Pryor 9). From the 
vantage point of this backward-moving time, I look at photographs of the shoes arrayed on the 
Capitol lawn both as the adult I am now and as the student I once was, in the inaugural moments 
of this deadly repetition.  
 I pause in this moment, shift briefly from performing memory to a more personal act of 
remembering guns in school. I was born in 1990. My generation was shaped by two traumas. 
One was the singular event of the terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center on September 11, 
2001. The second was a diffuse trauma: gun violence in schools, the antithesis of the singular 
event, a repetition that came to border on normalcy. The first “news event” that I remember 
watching on television as a child was coverage of the Columbine shooting in 1999. Columbine 
wasn’t the first major episode of gun violence in an American school, but it was, at the time, the 
deadliest.98 It was the subject of extensive national news coverage; its victims, causes, and 
 
98 When I say that Columbine was the deadliest episode of gun violence in an American school, I 
am excluding shootings that took place on university campuses—like the 1966 University of 





aftermath have inspired books, a Michael Moore documentary, and even a Lifetime movie; its 
perpetrators remain cult figures in some dark corners of the internet. The twentieth anniversary 
of the Columbine massacre was this past spring—a year after the Monument to our Kids was 
emplaced on the Capitol lawn. I was in elementary school in 1999, and I can chart my 
educational progression in relation to other school shootings, the most notable among them 
Virginia Tech when I was in high school and Sandy Hook the year after I graduated from 
college.    
 And then there was Parkland. I’m an adult now, and today’s children are savvier than I 
was, than we were. They know that this can (and does) happen anywhere, everywhere. They 
practice with lockdown drills in their schools and wear bulletproof backpacks.99 After every 
incident of gun violence—or false alarm—the media shares text messages students inside the 
school sent to family members, most expressing love and gratitude for the people who raised 
them. If I don’t make it… Today, survivors of school shootings lead marches and protests, ask 
and then demand that national leaders act. This kind of gun violence ghosted my generation’s 
childhood. Its possible trauma lingered at the edges of our world. It is front and center in theirs. 
In many ways, school shootings and their associated imagery—lockdowns and drills and action 
plans; photographs of kids streaming out of schools with their hands up, then tearfully hugging 
their parents, and finally tearfully gathering at memorial services—have become as metonymic 
of American childhood as the roller skates on the Capitol lawn.  
 In the twenty years since Columbine, Tom Mauser has been the living instantiation of a 
protest memorial, fighting for gun control both in his son’s name and—literally—in his son’s 
shoes. After Daniel’s death, Mauser became a gun control activist, a journey he details in his 
 




2012 memoir: Walking in Daniel’s Shoes. Seeing photographs of Daniel’s shoes on the Capitol 
lawn reminds me that in the realm of Ahmed’s “sticky” signs, “Columbine” is one of the most 
enduring signifiers carrying with it the weight of gun violence. Slide: a shoe becomes a place, 
and that place, a high school called “Columbine,” becomes a linguistic placeholder for school 
shootings—especially for the now-adults of my generation.    
 When Tom Mauser and his wife were sorting through Daniel’s clothing to be donated in 
the aftermath of the shooting, Mauser realized that he wore the same size shoes as his son. He 
kept a pair of Daniel’s white Reebok sneakers, then—the same pair that was laid out on the 
Capitol lawn nearly twenty years later. Five years after the Columbine massacre, police finally 
returned the personal effects of the murdered students. Among Daniel’s clothes were the pair of 
Vans tennis shoes that Mauser wore at the Monument to our Kids. And so today, Mauser has two 
pairs of shoes that belonged to Daniel—a doubling that, in my reading, serves to re-mark the 
trope of the empty shoe: two pairs of shoes, but only one living man to fill them. When Mauser 
walks in Daniel’s shoes, he does so literally. Tom Mauser had his son’s shoes on his feet at the 
Monument to our Kids. In his memoir, he describes other instances in which he has worn his 
son’s shoes while carrying out his activist work.  
 When I think of gun violence, of school shootings, I cannot help but be drawn back to 
Columbine. And so it is Daniel’s shoes on the Capitol lawn that give me pause, that draw me in 
as an adult who remembers what it was like to be a child in school after Columbine. But these 
shoes exceed the signification of emptiness, the repetition of the empty shoe in this context 
marked by a difference: Tom Mauser is wearing another pair of Daniel’s shoes. The 
performative suggestion that Ochayon attributes to the Budapest shoes is here both literalized 




literally been filled. What becomes of the empty shoe’s metonymy once that shoe has been 
filled? If the empty shoe is articulated to absent body, to death, to loss, to what might the 
signifier of a worn shoe—a shoe being worn—attach?  
Rearranging the Slide 
 
 If empty Reeboks and Vans sneakers stand in for Daniel, in a somewhat narrower version 
of the way the other empty shoes in the Monument to our Kids were meant to metonymically 
represent children who have died from gun violence, what do these same shoes mean when they 
are on Tom Mauser’s feet? This question opens up two parallel considerations. First, that these 
shoes may change status, that their meaning in the chain of signification, in the economy of 
remembrance, may be different depending on whether they are empty or filled. Second, and 
more abstract: the slide of metonymy leaves possibilities in the interstitial space between 
signifiers, between the sign and that to which it gestures. The articulations between signifiers are 
often sedimented—their bonds “sticky,” to use Ahmed’s words—but these connections are not 
necessary. Daniel’s Vans sneakers can either be empty or worn at any given moment. At the 
same time, the slide of metonymy is imbued with potential. In that space between signifiers, 
anything can happen.100 What new articulations are possible if we rearrange the slide? What new 
articulations are possible when we engage the metonymic slide performatively, pushing through 
repetition to meaning-making that can “turn on a dime” (Pollock, “Performative ‘I’” 248)? What 
is possible in this tight space of possibility, the hair’s breadth between the shoe-as-it-means and 
the shoe-as-it-might-mean?  
 
100 I am indebted here to Patrick Anderson’s So Much Wasted, in which he explores the 





 Tom Mauser suggests one possible shift in the metonymy of the empty shoe. Daniel’s 
shoes are metonymic of his life, his absence, and while that articulation does not disappear when 
Mauser puts the Vans on his own feet, it becomes one among many sets of sutured signifiers 
existing in a range of memorial possibilities. As such, the identification of the empty shoe with 
the missing body may be opened to include other directions and new attachments between 
signifiers, such as a worn shoe with activism. In the case of the child’s shoe at Majdanek, I felt 
the signifiers in a single chain sliding past one another, rearranging themselves so that the 
imagined act of buckling the child’s shoe seemed to draw closer to the child than the shoe itself. 
In the case of Daniel’s shoes, the chain becomes otherwise, branches out in new directions that 
specifically articulate these shoes to a present ethico-political charge to enact greater control over 
the sale and ownership of guns. Mauser puts on Daniel’s empty Vans sneakers, and suddenly the 
shoe does not only conjure death but is also evocative of political immediacy, activism, and an 
ongoing legacy.  
 I am interested in new articulations, shifting metonymies, not only because I see a new 
articulation materializing in Mauser’s advocacy work and performance of care for his late son, 
but also because I fear the domestication of repetition. The repetition of the empty shoe, the 
extent to which its metonymic link to death has perhaps become normalized, even the 
normalization of its affective resonance, raise questions (for me) about the extent to which an 
arresting object may become anesthetized by its own sedimentation in systems of representing 
loss.101  
 
101 In the context of the United States Holocaust Memorial Museum, Andrea Liss describes 
empty shoes as “an empty yet elegant metonym” (78). Similarly, Jones argues that seeing shoes 
at the USHMM (as opposed to in the death camps in Poland) “domesticates them, disempowers 
their effect—and affect” (217). I am arguing that this “domestication” haunts shoe memorials 




 In light of this interest, one D.C. scene slides into another. The enduring image of the first 
is an empty pair of Reeboks, with Tom Mauser nearby: a man wearing his son’s shoes in protest 
of a political system that failed to protect his child, and continues to fail to protect our children. 
The enduring image of the second scene, for me, is a young woman named Emma González 
whose shoe bears an orange price tag signifying the “value” of students in the state of Florida 
vis-à-vis the gun lobby. González continues living, continues occupying her shoes, in defiance of 
a political system that she and other activists demonstrate is designed to devalue their lives. In 
the second scene, González resignifies the moment of silence through a performance of excess, 
and resignifies the empty shoe through the excess of her own body: through her continued, 
embodied presence in a shoe whose attached price tag frames her life as expendable. Her filled 
shoes come to re-mark the empty shoe in the context of children who have died from gun 
violence. These shoes are still articulated to loss, but they sharpen their symbolic purchase 
through an assignment of political responsibility. In this scene, Gonzalez’s body as “excess” 
enables the empty shoe to accuse those who support the gun lobby of waste.  
 The shoes on the Capitol lawn were displayed in preparation for the March for Our Lives, 
which took place in D.C. eleven days later, on March 24. Both events came in the wake of a 
school shooting at Marjory Stoneman Douglas High School in Parkland, Florida on February 14, 
2018, in which seventeen people—most of them students—were killed. If the Monument to our 
Kids was Scene One in a protest memorial performance, a public staging of commemoration that 
demanded political action, the March for Our Lives is Scene Two. This was an event planned by 
students. In the days and weeks following the Parkland shooting, survivors emerged as vocal 
advocates for gun reform, perhaps none more visibly than high school senior Emma González. 




be a solution to gun violence in the United States, they—the young people, the children, our 
kids—will have to save themselves. 
 The shoe as metonym slides again, now not as a memorial but instead: an act of defiance. 
These are living children, and they are embodying the act of protest. The shoe retains its 
signifying power: this act of protest is framed as a march. The name rhetorically suggests that the 
March for Our Lives put hundreds of thousands of shoes in motion for the purpose of enacting 
change.102 In reality, the March was so large that it took the form of a rally, with attendees taking 
their places to stand in a crowd whose attention was directed toward a stage for speakers and 
performers. Even in this context, the shoe does rhetorical work, suggesting a group of kids 
standing for an important cause.   
 The location, this time, is Pennsylvania Avenue, on the road between the White House 
and the Capitol. There are speakers from across the country, teenagers and pre-teens from 
Parkland, from Chicago, from Los Angeles, from the D.C. area, from Connecticut, from 
Brooklyn.103 The main stage is at Pennsylvania Ave and Third Street NW, in view of the Capitol 
Building, which provides a scenic backdrop for the day’s events—just as it did for the shoes that 
represented the organizers’ absent classmates just over a week before.104 Emma González is the 
 
102 For estimates of crowd size at the March for Our Lives in Washington, see Reilly. Related 
rallies and marches held in other cities staged across the country add to these numbers.   
 
103 For a schedule of the day’s speakers and musical performers, see Barnes.  
 






final speaker of the day. I watch an archived version of the speech, again—I watched this same 
video when it was “current news,” the day of the rally or maybe the day after.105  
 “Six minutes and about twenty seconds.” González frames her speech temporally. This is 
how long the shooting at Stoneman Douglas lasted. She moves from there to the aftermath, to the 
confusion, the waiting, the victims. She names sixteen of the seventeen, framing them as 
individuals who “would never” again engage in the ordinary, everyday activities that make up a 
life. My friend Carmen—Carmen Schentrup. Aaron Feis. Alex Schachter. Scott Beigel. Helena 
Ramsey. Gina Montalto. Joaquin Oliver. Alaina Petty, Cara Loughran, Chris Hixon, Luke Hoyer, 
Martin Duque Anguiano, Peter Wang, Alyssa Alhadeff, Jaime Guttenberg, Meadow Pollack 
would never.106 González wipes tears—furiously—as she speaks.  
 And then she falls silent. She stands there at the podium, her chest visibly rising and 
falling as she stares straight ahead.  
 The crowd clearly does not know what to do. After a moment—less than that, it’s really 
only thirty seconds—they clap, cheer for her. She remains silent; the crowd makes noise for her 
once, twice, three times. Now she’s letting the tears fall, letting them drip down her face. Two 
minutes into her silence, the crowd finally starts to chant: Never again. The silence is, was, too 
much. As Peter Marks, chief theater critic for The Washington Post, observes of this moment, 
“In the crowd, some people start to chant, or applaud, perhaps because the rule in this society 
seems to be that if there is a vacuum of noise, someone has to make some.” But Emma González 
keeps standing, crying; she’s breathing, heavily, into the microphone. She stands through the 
 
105 Video of Emma González’s speech available on YouTube via Guardian News (“Emma 
González’s powerful March for Our Lives speech in full”).  
 




chant and back into the silence of the crowd. Never again, maybe, but this time, it happened. It 
has already happened, and it looks as if she is there, again, as she remembers. On her face I see 
ghosted what Caruth calls the “insistent return” of the event, that repetition that defines trauma 
(5).   
 The camera pans the crowd, to teenagers similarly overcome in and by this moment. It’s 
impossible to watch, and watching it again, now, it has become perhaps even more impossible, if 
such a thing is possible. It is possible, Schneider would assure me. This is the doubled again of 
never again, “Never Again, again” (“Never, Again” 30).   
 The tears are dripping off her chin. She isn’t wiping them away. I stop the video. Make 
excuses about my attention span, when really it was simply too overwhelming to continue. I 
come back to the video.  
 It is clear that the silence is unbearable for the crowd. It is no more bearable for me, even 
though I know exactly what is going to happen, have seen this before. But in this case, the 
againness of my experience has no anesthetizing properties—this is simply too outside the 
ordinary, her pain too real, too raw. Someone approaches González, whispers in her ear, but it is 
as if they are not there. She continues to stand, silent, motionless.  
 Emma González’s phone timer goes off. She has been on stage for six minutes and 
twenty seconds, the same amount of time that a gunman in her high school spent shooting her 
classmates, the temporal frame that began her speech bringing it to its close. Taylor calls trauma 
a durational performance, one with staying power, and one that activists who have lived through 
and live with trauma return to in embodied ways through their activist work (“Trauma as 
Durational Performance” 46). For Taylor, trauma and performance have consonant features: 




Trauma, like performance, is always experienced in the present. Here. Now. And yet it endures. 
This double temporality defines them both” (43). González’s speech is a durational performance 
both in Taylor’s sense—a return, “here, now,” to an enduring event—and in the sense that it is 
marked temporally, by its very duration. Six minutes and twenty seconds.  
 “Fight for your lives, before it’s someone else’s job,” she says. And then she walks away.  
 Durational performances are typically long, challenging performance pieces—like 
Marina Abramović’s 2010 “The Artist Is Present,” which saw Abramović sit in a chair at the 
Museum of Modern Art for eight hours a day, for three months, waiting for visitors—over a 
thousand, in total—to sit in a chair across from her and make eye contact.107 González’s speech 
lasted six minutes and twenty seconds. I would argue that this six minutes and twenty seconds 
should be defined not by its literal duration but by the durational quality of its silence. González 
stood silent—a survivor, a young woman who remains, even as her classmates have been 
reduced to empty shoes on the Capitol lawn or a list of names spoken from a podium—for nearly 
four and a half minutes. With this silence, she marks, makes visible, the time it took one young 
man to kill seventeen people inside a high school. The speech, its silence, is a restaging of the 
endlessness of moments spent in acute terror. At its end, in the aftermath, it also feels 
(paradoxically) very short: how precariously fragile is the order of things, that these moments, 
which seemed to drag on but are so quickly over, changed the trajectory of seventeen families, 
countless teenage classmates, a school, a community, and—if González and her silence have 
anything to say about it—a nation.  
 
107 Meredith Conti also notes the connection between González’s speech and durational 
performance, specifically citing Abramović’s “The Artist Is Present.” She also notes that 





 Journalist David Corn took to Twitter the day of the March, calling González’s speech 
the “Loudest silence in the history of US social protest” (@DavidCornDC). What does it mean 
for silence to be loud? If we understand sound—loudness—to be indicative of that which 
captures our attention, then her silence was loud. But I would prefer to sit with the radical notion 
of silence as silence—to suggest that her silence is so “radical”—to echo Marks—because it is 
not loud. It is still, and except for her breathing, it is quiet. González’s silence, as Meredith Conti 
asserts, is a “bold, capacious silence that pierces and then ruptures the seemingly impenetrable 
soundscape” (“Sound of Silence”). In another reflection on the March for Our Lives, Conti 
describes this silence “as a means of memorializing the shooting’s victims, while 
unapologetically rejecting the codes governing protest speeches and the ubiquitous though 
insufficient ‘moment of silence’” (“Look to the Crisis Actors” 440). Marks notes, “A moment of 
silence is the ritualized form of respect we employ on many occasions to mark tragedy, but it’s 
usually only a moment.” Usually, a moment of silence quickly gives way to the continuation of 
business as usual. If it is a “time slip,” to return to Pryor’s concept of time experienced 
“queerly,” the moment of silence is a brief one, here and gone as we slide back into linear time 
(9). Blink and you may miss it. Not so for González: look away, and she will still be there, silent, 
when you dare turn back. This silence, like the sound that marks the “beginning” for the women 
in Beloved, instantiates an enduring rupture to ordinary systems of power and discourse.   
 González doesn’t wipe her tears and she doesn’t respond to the feedback of the crowd 
and as time ticks on, she completely and utterly upends the concept of a “moment of silence” as 
a performative nod to the idea of silence, space quickly filled again, rendered less uncomfortable 
by speech. González breaks the rules of the performance of a moment of silence: the moment of 




perhaps she is too overcome to continue, the crowd seems to think. Perhaps she needs our help, 
our encouragement. They take it upon themselves to try several times to fill the space, but the 
silence wins out.  
 That space-to-be-filled is painful, and full of painful possibilities. It is the same painful 
space that Phelan describes when she reminisces in Unmarked on the car rides she took with her 
family as a child, seven children and two adults and the “ghost of [her] dead sister” on the road 
from New York to Massachusetts for summer vacation. Her mother would call for the silent 
game—that last-ditch effort at sanity in a car with seven children—and they would sit with her 
“weary sadness” until someone filled the space with sound. “After years of this I realized that the 
games were meant to be lost at least as much as they were meant to be won… Part of ‘losing’ the 
game meant winning a certain kind of relief. A relief from the potential grief we all knew waited 
at my mother’s elbow ready to carry her far away from us” (12). Phelan describes the “strange 
tension” of the silence—a fear that her mother’s sadness, palpable in the quiet, “might infect us 
and render us all permanently mute” (12). What is it that we—I—fear in Emma González’s 
silence? What made it so unbearable as to necessitate cheers, chants, someone physically 
approaching González to whisper in her ear?  
 This discomfort with silence, and the productivity of that discomfort, is, for me, just as 
important as the symbolic purpose of González’s silence.108 Marks notes the connection between 
this silence and the restaging of the time of the shooting; Conti writes that silence, a “quiet but 
forceful instrument” in the “activist-artist’s toolbox,” can “persuasively speak truth to power” 
(“Sound of Silence”). But to frame this silence as the engagement of one tool in a kit is, for me, 
 
108 I am acknowledging here what Aimee Carrillo Rowe and Sheena Malhotra call silence’s 
“transformative possibilities” in their introduction to their edited collection, Silence, Feminism, 




like the interspersed chants of the crowd—a gesture of domestication that González’s 
performance denies. This silence too far exceeds the “moment of silence” to fit back in a 
toolbox, ready for its next use. Conti assesses the immediate impact of González’s silence on the 
audience: “Because she leaves unspoken the purpose of her prolonged silence, González guides 
spectators into temporary states of confusion and/or apprehension, gesturing toward (albeit in a 
low-stakes, non-violent way) the Parkland students’ disorienting lockdown experience” (“Sound 
of Silence”). Confusion and apprehension are two apt descriptors for the affective resonance of 
this silence, but I wish to push further. If this silence carries with it Caruth’s “insistent return” of 
trauma, the present-ing of a past that is, in many ways, more real in repetition, which prompts 
Taylor to call trauma a durational performance, then the audience (both those present at the 
March and those of us watching, later, in mediated form) are called to become witnesses as they 
participate in this moment. In her discussion of witnessing (to) trauma, Caruth describes the 
“impossibility of knowing” that characterizes the traumatic event—here relying on Laub—and 
relates that impossibility to the work of the witness:  
And by carrying that impossibility of knowing out of the empirical event itself, trauma 
opens up and challenges us to a new kind of listening, the witnessing, precisely, of 
impossibility.  
 
How does one listen to what is impossible? Certainly one challenge of this listening is 
that it may no longer be simply a choice: to be able to listen to the impossible, that is, is 
also to have been chosen by it, before the possibility of mastering it with knowledge. (10, 
emphasis original)  
 
As witness to Emma González’s silence, I am challenged to pause in this impossibility. To 
breathe through its discomfort without cheering or applauding or chanting or seeking to fill it in, 
domesticate it, provide the anesthetic that renders it assimilable. To sit with her grief and her 




 González signifies the dead twice in her speech, first in a litany of names, and then again 
in her silence. Her “moment” of silence holds space both for the moments that her murdered 
classmates and their families will never get back and for the six minutes and twenty seconds that 
could have, should have been otherwise—and had they been otherwise, would render her silence 
unnecessary. Like the empty field that was once the New Jewish Cemetery in Lublin, her silence 
holds commentary on the senselessness of it all, the extent to which the event she remembers is 
beyond signification and beyond comprehension. But unlike the New Jewish Cemetery, where 
people walked their dogs as I stood alone in my affective response to the space, González has 
everyone’s attention. Her silence is not loud, but it is remarkable—almost indescribably so—in 
its rejection of our typical discursive economies, where it is presence re-marked by speech or 
dynamic action that demands attention.   
 González’s silence is a doing—an intentional act—that is simultaneously an undoing. She 
stands on a stage meant for speech and ceases speaking. She begins a moment of silence and lets 
it go on and on and on, far past the point of comfort. Pollock writes of performance’s potential to 
“propel us forward into a future perfect world, a world full of dangerous and fantastic 
possibilities. What I am imagining here,” she says, “is doing the thing done so vigorously as to 
undo it and simultaneously to call down the gaping grace of what else might be done” 
(“Performative ‘I’” 243, emphasis mine). Emma González’s unbearable silence, her unrelenting 
presence in a moment—four moments, four moments and thirty seconds—was, for me, just such 
an undoing.  
 Hers was not the only moment of undoing that day. In the middle of her speech, survivor 




turned around, and vomited on the stage.109 The camera panned away, but after a moment, she 
resumed speaking: I just threw up on international television, and it feels great. She returns to 
her prepared remarks. She concludes her time on stage by singing happy birthday to Nick 
Dworet, who would have been eighteen that day but was instead murdered in front of her in 
February. It is loud and somehow both joyful and devastating, on the edge of under-control and 
pushing outward past it. In Pollock’s words, Fuentes has “made a perfect mess of the 
performance space” (245). In that mess, the messiness of silence, grief, tears dripping off chins 
and vomit on the stage—bodies behaving as bodies do under stress—Fuentes and González 
“propel us forward” into something beyond normative memorialization.  
 I just threw up on international television, Fuentes declares. It is too much—much like 
the empty expanse of the New Jewish Cemetery was too much. Fuentes later makes her direct 
demand to lawmakers: Listen. She is calling for a return act of responsible witness which is not 
forthcoming, at least at the federal level. But I would argue that her ultimate demand on all of us 
far exceeds this request that lawmakers listen to her. Don’t you dare look away, while this 
teenage girl with shrapnel wounds vomits on stage and then turns back around to sing happy 
birthday to her dead classmate. Congressional lawmakers never “listen,” when it comes to 
voices asking for gun control. But we, the rest of us, might. To echo Pollock, Fuentes’s birthday 
song and González’s silence vibrate with the “gaping grace of what else might be done.” 
 Like Tom Mauser wearing Daniel’s shoes, Emma González also undoes the metonymic 
association of the empty shoe with the absence of the victim of gun violence. It is not until I have 
rewatched the video of her speech—something that seemed to me at first related to but also 
 
109 Video of Samantha Fuentes’s speech available on YouTube: “Samantha Fuentes Speaks at 




distinctly other than my reflection on the shoes at the Monument to our Kids—that I realize that 
González is wearing an orange tag on her shoe, visible in the version of the speech I watched 
during one cut from a wide angle camera behind her, visible again on her brown boot as she 
walks off stage.110 It is a price tag: one dollar and five cents. According to the Parkland activists, 
this is the amount of money the NRA has spent in support of Florida Senator Marco Rubio or in 
opposition to his political opponents, divided by the number of students in the state of Florida 
(Campbell). Many participants wore the tag; other student speakers referenced it explicitly in 
their remarks. There is one stuck to the podium on the stage.  
 The price tag is itself a metonym for the worth of a student to a Senator who takes money 
from the NRA. It was on González’s shoe, the shoes she fills as a survivor, a living teenager 
mourning classmates who are no longer living. The tag on her shoe looks like the tag that marks 
bodies at the morgue.111 But Emma González is still walking in her shoes, even as she puts a 
price on her own life in the eyes of the state: one dollar and five cents. The metonym of the shoe, 
a small object standing in for something much more valuable—for a life—is inverted: Emma 
González’s life, as it is priced on that orange tag, is worth less than her shoes. It is not the shoe 
that sells for $1.05, but the life of the student who wears it. The metonymic connection between 
shoe and personhood is remade, differently, by González’s choice to attach the tag to her boot. 
González’s silence was not the silence of empty shoes, although the suggestion of the tagged 
 
110 In noticing the orange tag, I am reminded of Matthew Pavesich’s “Field Notes on Activist 
Objects,” in which he documents adaptations of the Washington D.C. flag that he encounters 
while going about his daily life in the city. “This archive, then, stands as a record of a moment of 
attention paid,” he writes. Writing about Emma González’s speech in the context of shoe 
memorials—as an addition to and refiguring of this genealogical “archive”—is possible because 
of a “moment of attention paid.”  
 
111 An audience member at a paper I gave at the 2019 Association for the Study of the Arts of the 




body in the morgue blurs the already tenuous line between a march for our lives and a monument 
to our kids. Instead, González, linked symbolically to all students in Florida (including her 
murdered classmates) through the orange tag on her shoe, performs to excess the normative 
“moment of silence.” In the context of the orange tag, her body is itself an excess: disposable, 
waste. Ephemeral, like the shoes on the lawn. But this connection between excess and waste is 
resignified as she remains standing, someone politically worth so little—worth $1.05—yet 
relentless in her presence, right there in front of the Capitol Building. Her body becomes an 
accusation in the performed excess of a seemingly endless, silent presence, this devalued student 
and the dead classmates she names marking politicians as wasteful. 
 And then she issues an imperative, not to all of us but to her classmates: fight for your 
lives before it’s someone else’s job. She is not filling someone else’s shoes, as Mauser is: she is 
standing in her own, a high school senior who no longer trusts lawmakers like Marco Rubio to 
protect her. The empty shoes on the Capitol lawn conjure innocent children, children who need 
protection. Emma González, just recently eighteen years old during the March for Our Lives, 
walked off stage with a price tag on her shoe having embodied the end to normative 
memorialization—thoughts and prayers, empty shoes, loss mourned after it has happened. The 
price tag on González’s shoe assigns guilt to congressional leaders who have failed to act, 
congressional leaders who take money from the gun lobby. Life, in this context, is not lost but 
wasted—lives sold for $1.05 a piece. Despite this devaluation of her life, González and other 
survivors have emerged on the national stage, relentless in their presence even while so many of 
their classmates are now absent: upending norms, holding space, vomiting on international 




 González’s and Fuentes’s speeches are just two among many moments that mattered 
during the March for Our Lives. Their divergence from the norm—Fuentes throwing up, 
González’s long silence—meant their speeches received a great deal of media coverage. The 
march itself was not the end for these student activists, who have since “toured the country” 
meeting with other gun violence survivors, registered voters, and helped to secure youth voter 
turnout for the 2018 midterm elections—all in an attempt to demand gun control measures from 
politicians (“Mission & Story”). The outcome? Movement forward, not on the federal but on the 
state level. In 2018, in the aftermath of the Parkland shooting and the advocacy undertaken by 
survivors of gun violence, sixty-nine gun control measures were passed by state legislatures. 
Coverage in The New York Times notes that while Stoneman Douglas “was certainly not the 
nation’s first mass shooting,” it is “the first one that appears to have been a legislative turning 
point” because while a similar spike in state gun control measures occurred after the 2012 Sandy 
Hook shooting, 2018 was unique in that gun control measures passed without an accompanying 
“surge in gun rights expansions” (Astor and Russell).   
 For the Parkland teenagers—now the March for Our Lives advocacy group—the work 
continues. “This movement is more than a single election,” their website reads. “We’re building 
out our local and state grassroots power. We’re lobbying Congress to close loopholes and pass 
common-sense legislations to save lives. We will not stop until we see the change we demand. 
We’re going to end the gun violence epidemic in America” (“Mission & Story”). They respond 
to the cheapening of their own lives with a promise that exemplifies both the optimism of youth 




who would not enact gun safety measures: “I’m going to vote them out of office. And so is my 
entire generation. And they’ll be sorry then.”112  
Performing Adjacent Grief   
 
 To be adjacent is not to be in the thing itself, but to be nearby. Next to. Merriam-Webster 
says adjacent lots or adjacent sides of a triangles are defined as “having a common endpoint or 
border.” To be adjacent: not in the thing itself, but close enough to touch. As I have written about 
shoes, visited memorials, created my own archive of news articles and photographs, I have found 
myself enmeshed in an adjacent grief, the kind of grief that acknowledges its own distance from 
the event and those who have been directly affected by it while simultaneously occupying close 
proximity to loss. Just as Patterson demanded that his readers hold the Black mother’s grief more 
than five decades ago, I have grieved the child whose small white shoe is on display in 
Majdanek, the emptiness of the New Jewish Cemetery, the children represented by the shoes on 
the Capitol lawn, grieved alongside Tom Mauser and Emma González. I have also been 
performing memory adjacent (to) grief. Working, reading, writing as critic even as that writing 
involves trying to say the unsayable, to make some linguistic sense of immeasurable loss.  
 I call this emotion grief because it extends beyond the conventional response, the 
nebulous “feeling bad,” as in I feel so bad [for them], that scenes of horror so frequently call up. 
In Memorial Mania, Doss explicitly links grief to temporary memorials such as the one that was 
set up next to Columbine after the 1999 massacre. Likewise, the shoes on the Capitol lawn 
constituted a temporary memorial, set up in the aftermath of another school shooting. Doss 
writes, “Grief is generally understood as the expression of deep emotional anguish, usually about 
 




death and loss, while mourning is defined as the ritualized practices that help assuage that 
anguish” (80). Grief, then, is pre-ritualistic. It is felt, deeply, as embodied sensation. Gloria 
Anzaldúa describes this embodiment when she writes that she is “clawed by the talons of grief” 
(304). I recognize my own moments of grief as those in which I am overcome by the scenes and 
objects I write about—the moments that bring tears when what I am trying to do is analysis, the 
overwhelming sense of senselessness even when my job is to make sense.  
 These moments of grief throw time into disarray, enact Benjaminian interruption. They 
“activate the emergency brake” of my own progression through my scholarship and as such, 
recall revolutionary possibility (Benjamin, Paralipomena to “On the Concept of History” 402). 
These moments are “sticky,” both in Ahmed’s sense of gathering meaning to the shoe as 
memorial sign, but also in the sense that they gather performative force across so many scenes of 
loss. It is this performative force that weaves together these anecdotes, the shoe (empty or filled) 
repeating as a Barthesian punctum to which I feel an aching closeness. I slip back to Pryor, who 
writes of their own performance work: “Grief accretes and accretes, repeats and repeats—such is 
the nature of grief” (115). It is this performative force, and its accretion, that increasingly made 
each moment, each context, seem bigger than itself, that drew my eye to the price tag on Emma 
González’s shoe when I otherwise might not have noticed it.  
 To feel adjacent (to) grief has been, for me, to be eluded by language.113 Part of this is 
related to the fact that the grief that I experience in this work exists in relation to grief that is not 
 
113 The affective experience of grief frequently exceeds language. When the women of the town 
go to drive out the ghost plaguing Sethe at the end of Beloved, Ella thinks about what she has 
suffered and initiates not language but sound: “In the beginning there were no words. In the 
beginning was the sound, and they all knew what that sound sounded like” (305). Fred Moten 
describes the phonic substance of the photograph of Emmett Till’s body, a “black mo’nin’” that 
“infuses” the photograph with “the force and movement of signification’s outside” (62, 66). In 




my own and will never be mine. I understand my affective reaction as grief because I have 
experienced grief that is my own, but I also understand that I cannot claim to know the 
particularity of grief that is not my own. I borrow from Ahmed’s discussion of relating to the 
pain of others in The Cultural Politics of Emotion: “The impossibility of feeling the pain of 
others does not mean that the pain is simply theirs, or that their pain has nothing to do with me. I 
want to suggest here, cautiously, and tentatively, that an ethics of responding to pain involves 
being open to being affected by that which one cannot know or feel” (30). Later she writes, “Our 
task is to learn how to hear what is impossible. Such an impossible hearing is only possible if we 
respond to a pain that we cannot claim as our own” (35, emphasis original). How do we respond 
to this pain? To return to Caruth, “to listen to what is impossible” in the context of the traumatic 
event means that the witness “[has] been chosen by it, before the possibility of mastering it with 
knowledge” (10, emphasis original). Both Ahmed and Caruth emphasize the witness as one who 
responds even in the absence of knowing: we must be “open to being affected by that which [we] 
cannot know or feel,” and the impossible enacts its claim on us, as witnesses, before it is 
assimilable as knowledge—if that assimilation is even possible. This is, for Ahmed, the 
articulation of an ethical position: being open beyond knowing.  
 What does it mean to respond outside of knowing, with the understanding that 
understanding is not always possible? After Parkland, basketball star Dwayne Wade wrote 
murdered student Joaquin Oliver’s name on his shoe. Oliver loved basketball—and Wade—so 
 
expression of grief” contained in Nomonde Calata’s cry during her testimony about the murder 
of her husband Fort Calata (80). And Doss gestures toward this failure of language when she 
describes the “most often repeated lament expressed by Columbine’s mourners—‘I don’t 
understand why this happened.’” (79). Doss critiques the media’s failure to provide context and 
the “analysis” needed to establish the “causal dimensions” of the Columbine shooting, but 





much that his parents buried him in a Wade Miami Heat jersey. When Wade learned that Joaquin 
was buried in his jersey, he responded on Twitter: “You’re about to make me cry this afternoon.” 
The next day, he returned to Twitter to dedicate his season to Joaquin (Jackson). Of the family’s 
decision to bury their child in his namesake jersey, Wade articulates the kind of grief I have felt, 
too, in my work: “I don’t even know how to put it into words or thought at all. In a tough 
moment for a family, there’s so many decisions that you have to make. And for me to be a part 
of that—that he would have wanted to be buried in my jersey—that’s mind-boggling to me” 
(Navarro).  
 The feeling of being so close to this loss, the failure of words to convey the affective 
quality of this closeness, perhaps even the shock at becoming deeply imbricated in someone 
else’s grief, can only be expressed in the failure of expression. I don’t even know how to put it 
into words or thought at all. It is mind-boggling to me. But this isn’t where it ended, for Wade. 
Part of Wade’s response was to write Joaquin Oliver’s name on his basketball shoe, to react with 
his body to something felt in the body, beyond words. The result was a ghostly inversion 
predicated on the inscription of the name: Wade played basketball as “Wade” was buried; 
Joaquin was laid to rest while “Joaquin” continued playing ball.   
 Joaquin Oliver’s name on Dwyane Wade’s shoe calls to mind Phelan’s writing on 
performance and metonymy. Metonymy, Phelan writes, is “additive and associative” (150). 
When Wade played basketball with Joaquin Oliver’s name on his shoe, his body-in-
performance—performing playing basketball—was also a body-in-remembrance. Wade was 
both himself, the basketball player, and a living memorial to Joaquin Oliver through the name 
written on his shoe. Wade was, in this case, not attempting to “walk in Joaquin’s shoes”—these 




as he has done for many years. But the name on his shoe makes him, this, about more than 
basketball—“It’s way BIGGER than basketball,” Wade tweeted. This both, and quality of 
Wade’s performance as basketball player and as a memorial-in-motion suggests the “additive 
and associative” quality of metonymy that Phelan contrasts with the work of metaphor to “turn 
two into one” (150).  
 Metonymy itself is a kind of adjacent grief, a movement between signifiers that inches 
close to an origin, without ever reaching it. Wade’s inscription of Joaquin Oliver’s name on his 
basketball shoe is an example of a memorial effort that makes no claim to access to the original. 
The inscription of Oliver’s name on a shoe belonging to Wade answers Phelan’s call in 
Unmarked: this is “representation without reproduction” (146). Wade is not Oliver, he is 
Wade—both the basketball player and the man who has been drawn into the grief of the Oliver 
family and as such seeks to honor their son and their loss.  
 Wade didn’t go looking for this grief. Others, Doss argues, do. She asserts that it is 
“[p]alpable desire for visceral experience—for intensified modes of sensation that may permit 
empathetic response, encourage ideological attachments, and, especially, confirm our own 
reality” that “draw people to the spaces and places of tragic death” (94). What of the critic, then? 
Is not part of our concern with such places the ethical pitfalls of other visitors seeking these 
“visceral experience[s]”? Is not the very object of critique often that “desire” to feel that blurs 
the line between pilgrim and voyeur, or the ways in which spaces of so-called “death tourism” 
curate this desire?  
 I did not go looking for grief when I began visiting memorials, reading newspaper 
articles, and writing about empty shoes. But as I have “worked on memory” across this chapter’s 




writing becomes not only scholarship but also in itself a performance of commemoration. This 
writing is metonymic: “additive and associative,” to turn back to Phelan. It animates what 
Pollock calls “the performative ‘I,’” where my performing-self and critic-self coinhabit a 
remembering-writing-scholar-self. This performative ‘I’ has found itself in good company, 
catching glimpses of a kindred spirit when Fuentes and González spoke at the March for Our 
Lives.  
 What does it mean to occupy such a space as an academic writer? What does it mean to 
embrace the self that makes a mess—Pollock’s “perfect mess of the performance space” 
(“Performative ‘I’” 245)—cheering on girls who refuse to follow convention, who stand silently 
for four minutes, who vomit on national television and then call attention to it? What does it 
mean to write on the precipice of grief, to allow oneself to be overtaken by memory—and then to 
admit to it? What if—what if in admitting to this grief, I somehow fail at the task of the critic? 
Even more terrifying: What if I fail in this project of remembering? Pollock holds space for this 
failure:  
What I want to call performative writing substitutes the open, dangerous, even grotesque 
range of “what if?” for the closed, causal logic of “if, then.” The latter is a logic of 
progress, holding advancement to the premise of prior achievements. It is a citational 
logic, locked in to what’s come before, or: repetition as reproduction. “What if” opens a 
space between what is and what might be. (247) 
 
What if I allow myself to feel, deeply? What if I write with my grief? That is what I have done, 
in this chapter—both intentionally and unintentionally.  
 This writing has become, in places, an activity in excess of itself, concerned not with 
documenting that which happened but instead deepening the happening of my performances of 
memory. As such, the writing in this dissertation has become an argument for a certain kind of 




trauma of others will often exceed my capacity for knowing—perhaps punctuated by flashes of 
understanding, as was my experience in the New Jewish Cemetery—part of my job as critic 
when I “listen to” or “hear the impossible” is to own, and write into and out of, my own 
affective, embodied responses to it. I am writing into a grief that extends beyond normative 
compassion to animate the shifting possibilities of the performative slide. 
Brown Sandals, Red Sandals  
 
 What if I write with my grief? This is the master question, the only question that matters 
in a project undertaken because I am afraid of my sister dying. I can look at empty shoes and 
understand my reaction as grief because I have felt, and feel, and try to keep at bay, grief of my 
own. Metonymy is built to handle such grief, and so whenever I get close to the origin I slide: 
away from the name that matters most to me, into one final scene. This is a performative writing, 
one that displaces rather than captures—both its direct subject, and the grief at the center of it all 
(Pollock, “Performing Writing” 82-83).   
 On the same trip to Europe that brought me to Majdanek and Budapest, I also visited 
Auschwitz. I began the day at Auschwitz I, took a bus to Birkenau where I was not on a tour but 
followed the tour guide’s general route through the camp. Staff explain the two sites as follows: 
Auschwitz I is an exhibition, displaying artifacts and historical information; Birkenau 
(Auschwitz II), where most of the camp’s more than one million deaths occurred, is a memorial. 
I returned to Auschwitz I in the afternoon for a guided tour; the bus took me back to Birkenau, 
again, where I decided to forego the guide and walk by myself in the opposite direction.  
 It is 6:30 in the evening, and I find myself utterly alone. I walk the long road that took 
deportees selected for the gas chamber away from the train platform. At its end, I turn right, 




by myself and—what? Bereft? I make another right, determined to take the next path back to the 
railroad that leads out of the camp. I keep my eye on the time: the last bus comes at 8:10. It’s 
past 7:00 now. I walk to the end of the gravel road and find myself face to face not with the 
railroad but with barbed wire. I have no choice but to turn and walk the path back, past one, two 
thirty destroyed barracks. And so I do, checking the time again. It is passing faster than I’d 
like—my rational brain gives way for a moment to an irrational certainty that I am going to be 
locked in Birkenau, alone, overnight. I walk quickly, and then more quickly. I begin to reassess: I 
am not walking on gravel, I am walking on stones. I wore a pair of brown summer sandals to 
visit Auschwitz on this warm June day. The soles of these sandals turn on the uneven rocks as I 
attempt a reverent speed walk, the leather straps strain as my feet slide and tense as I keep my 
balance. It crosses my mind, fleetingly, that I’ve worn the wrong shoes.  
 I make a second, long rectangle, cross the railroad tracks, and exit the gate of the camp 
onto the sidewalk. I stand across from the taxi stand and cry until it is time to walk to the bus 
stop for the second-to-last bus of the night, where I sit and breathe and watch the sun set over 
Auschwitz Birkenau, not alone anymore but absolutely by myself, dusty feet aching.  
 I have spent years studying the Holocaust, studying memorialization of the Holocaust. I 
am not Jewish, did not lose a family member in Auschwitz. And yet I emerged from the camp 
utterly unraveled. As I sat on the bus from Birkenau back to my rental car in Auschwitz I, I 
began to jot down notes: I wear a pair of brown summer sandals to visit Auschwitz on a warm 
June day. And then I wrote the preceding text. As I wrote, I could not stop thinking about a 
particular pair of shoes on display in the camp museum, a pair of red sandals I had seen earlier in 





Figure 16: A pair of red summer sandals on display in Auschwitz I 
 And I wonder now, Is there a right pair of shoes to wear into hell? I knew where I was 
going, and yet I was caught totally unaware, racing the clock and my own panicked thoughts, 
tripping over stones as I tried to maintain the solemnity of the site, walking with an urgency I felt 
viscerally, in every synapse and nervous response, that I had to get out of here. My shoes were 
wrong. They were utterly ridiculous for the amount of walking I did, for the terrain, the setting. 
And isn’t that the point? How do you choose shoes for such an experience? Even now, months 
later, because I wore the wrong shoes, I cannot get over the fact that anyone could think there are 
“right shoes” for such a place.  
 So what should I write, here, about my trip to Auschwitz? Plenty of material awaits a 




Auschwitz I. Instead, for now, I take the risk of reflecting on what I wrote on the bus, which is 
not an analysis but an extension of the panic and the sorrow, my grief and complete and total 
shock at the overwhelming senselessness of it all. It is part of the happening of memory, a 
deepening of that happening. It is co-extensive with that moment of hysterics, that in-between, 
liminal space where I almost laughed at my stupid shoes when really what my body was 
preparing to do was burst into tears. I’ve worn the wrong shoes, I thought. Who thinks that, in a 
place like Auschwitz?  
 For Doss, grief must be properly operationalized in order to be effective. “Grief’s 
affective potential in America lies in its ability to mobilize social and political action, and to 
orchestrate productive change,” she writes; it has potential because “its performative power can 
challenge and overturn established national norms” (115). This political power, its upending of 
established norms, is on display in Emma González’s speech. The adjacent grief I felt as I looked 
at the child’s shoes from Majdanek and as I contended with my anger in the New Jewish 
Cemetery slip into the political register of “never again.” 
 But I would also argue that just as Emma González’s silence has merit as silence (that 
which is, by definition, not loud), grief has merit as grief. I am not here arguing that grief should 
be depoliticized, or that the political should be displaced or replaced by an entirely different end 
for grief.114 “Metonymy is additive and associative,” Phelan writes (150). What I am arguing for, 
in the name of grief as an embodied aspect of my criticism/performance, is the additive: in public 
memorialization, grief and the affective more broadly often have important political ends, and.  
 
114 One critique Cole levies at the South African Truth Commission suggests a problematic 
(de)politicization of grief. She argues that the cry of Nomonde Calata has “[come] to stand in for 
the testimony and suffering of some 2,000 people who appeared before the commission. A 
prelinguistic expression of grief seems to have mattered far more than the actual words people 




 And. There is a relational beyond the political—before the political. There must be an 
oscillation, in memory work, between the political and the ethical. Ethics is, for Emmanuel 
Levinas, first philosophy—a “responsibility” “to answer for the other’s death even before being” 
(“Ethics as First Philosophy” 83, emphasis original). Bernard-Donals describes the action that 
arises from our ethical commitment to the other: “Without thinking; without naming; without 
knowing; simply doing” (“Difficult Freedom” 66). I move from politics to ethics through the 
location of affect, of grief in particular, in the body—my body. I find possibilities for ethical 
relation in the performative, when my hands move to buckle the child’s shoe. I find these 
possibilities in witnessing, when I force myself to continue watching, despite my discomfort, as 
tears drip down Emma González’s face. I find them in Auschwitz as I run-walk, feet sliding in 
my sandals, on the verge of losing it. In this embodied space, I understand the impossibility of 
reclaiming or redeeming what is lost (Laub “Event Without a Witness” 91). The oscillation will 
continue, as is its nature, from ethics back to politics, but it is the embodiment of this adjacent 
grief that allows the dead to materialize, for me, beyond an instrumental politics.  
 How do I pay homage to the devastating emptiness of a pair of red summer sandals? To a 
sister I may lose? There is a difference between performative writing, writing about 
performance, and writing as (part of) a performance of memory. Phelan writes, “To attempt to 
write about the undocumentable event of performance is to invoke the rules of the written 
document and thereby to alter the event itself” (148). But when I sat on the bus between 
Birkenau and Auschwitz I, I was not “attempting to write about the undocumentable event of 
performance,” I was still enmeshed in remembering as a performance, where writing was itself a 
denouement, my embodied response to stumbling over rocks in a panic. In truth, I began writing 




the wrong shoes. I’ve worn the wrong shoes, I thought. It crosses my mind, fleetingly, that I’ve 
worn the wrong shoes.  
 It is not a thought I chose, but it is one that stuck—that demanded (its) writing. It is not a 
thought that even attempts to do justice to Auschwitz. As Derrida said, “I resist this easiness” 
(Ben-Naftali 22). But I push the thought, engage the performative slide of metonymy one last 
time. There are things that cannot be said, that bubble up in my fear that I will be locked in 
overnight, my tears, the absurdity of my preoccupation with shoes in a place teeming with 
absence.115 There are things that cannot be said, about loss and grief and sisters. But, for now, the 
repetition of the phrase that wrote itself, the idea that my shoes are wrong, the senselessness of 
this idea in the grand scheme of things, a glimmer of disorientation attached to brown summer 














CHAPTER FIVE: NAMING OURSELVES TO THE DEAD  
 
 
Down by the stream in back of 124 her footprints come and go, come and go. They are so 
familiar. Should a child, an adult place his feet in them, they will fit. Take them out and they 
disappear again as though nobody ever walked there.  
 
—Toni Morrison, Beloved (324)  
 
  
 Through the course of this project about naming or signifying the dead in 
commemorative contexts, I have pursued an ethics. In the context of this work, I have come to 
define this memorial ethics as a careful attention to people and objects that draw me into 
embodied relation with the past. As a result, I advocate a critical interpretive stance that aims to 
acknowledge and honor the unknowable and uncontainable complexities of those I remember. 
This ethics is predicated on imagination—an imagined intersubjectivity with real consequences 
for the re-membering of the rememberer. This is a highly reflexive ethics: the attention I pay to 
the past returns me to attention to my own place in the legacies of the pasts whose presents I 
inhabit. This ethical orientation is concerned with performances of care, and with performative 
encounter, and it suggests that those who remember or engage in memory work allow themselves 
to feel, deeply, in service of these encounters. As a heuristic for doing memory work, it is 
marked by excess: it inheres in repetition, is haunted by its own provisionality and understands 
itself as unfinished. It asks the critic to practice openness, to delight in surprise, and to follow the 
unforeseeable into new possibilities for remembering—toward better futures.  
 This ethical orientation has arisen, for me, both from my work on performing 




naming and writing have become entangled, allied with one another in their metonymic 
possibilities. Founded on the risks of metonymic displacement by naming in memorial contexts, 
this ethics is an ethics of nonetheless forging ahead, writing into the insufficiency of the name, 
into the constant displacement of that which I thought I knew in each scene of memory. I write 
into the presence of objects and the absence of the people they signify. I write into imagination, 
into embodiment, into haunting, into failure, into grief, into unforeseen excesses. I write into 
memory’s happening, into the possibilities of that which cannot be contained discursively. I 
write toward justice, a back and forth shuffle through the liminal space of remembering as an 
unfinalizable performance.  
 At times, my writing has been itself iterative. Some of the lessons learned across this 
dissertation’s commemorative scenes were learned and forgotten and re-learned, or sometimes 
learned as they repeated concurrently across scenes, including: 
• The dead possess an unknowable subjectivity, or what Gordon would call a “complex 
personhood” (4), that can be contoured but never “captured” through language. The dead 
can never be contained discursively and finally to the page—or to the monuments, 
memorials, museums, walls, or granite surfaces in and on which they are signified.  
• The ephemeral memorial object—the photograph, the bench, the shoe—can hold an 
affective charge that interrupts and realigns my own program for remembering.  
• The name is never settled, even when it seems like it might be. Learning Minka’s full 
name did not bring closure; “Angelo’s” recorded presence as the first African woman in 
the English colony at Jamestown does nothing to help us “find” this woman; Dwyane 
Wade and Joaquin Oliver cohabit the ghostly inversion of the name as “Wade” is laid to 




• There is a compulsion to the archive that repeats in the face of the archive’s constant 
lack—in its failure to hold Minka, in the violence of the documents that name “Priscilla.” 
• Our signifiers for the dead name, but they also rename, misname, and un-name. I learn to 
search for the name that answers Oliver’s call to a response-ability to the dead beyond a 
politics of recognition. This name is spoken back to the dead: I repeat the name in 
response to an imagined moment in which the dead speak their own names.  
• The name’s metonymy draws rememberer and remembered into indeterminate 
relationships of meaning-making that can yield the potential for more ethical future 
relations beyond the co-performative space of remembering.   
• The time of memory is always (startlingly, again and again) “out of joint,” to cite—once 
more, finally—Derrida citing Hamlet in Specters of Marx. Memory’s time is out of joint 
and so, I add now, are its contextual boundaries. The project’s subjects pursue me across 
scenes. Girls in boats and children’s shoes multiply, repeat, move me anew as they pop 
up where I don’t expect them, and I somehow seem to find myself, again and again, at the 
edge of the water. Waiting for Minka, searching for ghosts, writing about Beloved, 
walking up and down a row of bronzed shoes on the Danube.  
My writing mirrors the way this project, and its offering of a memorial ethics, developed: 
iteratively. In the repetition of encounter. In the repetition of surprise, again and again and again. 
In the accretion of performative force. In failures to learn my lesson, even when I had already 
tentatively sketched out what that lesson was. In its foundational hauntedness.  
 There are also unwritable ways in which the scenes in this dissertation intermingle. I say 
“unwritable” because I know that within the discrete but overlapping chapters of this project 




unconsciously applied to another. As the project progressed, and I was writing across contexts, 
and within several contexts simultaneously, its boundaries have been subjected to moments of 
what I have called a performative slide. This slide illustrates and actualizes the messy 
complexities of remembering the dead and of engaging in metonymic critical memory work.  
 Naming, writing, and performing constellate with remembering (and with each other) 
through the “additive and associative” work of metonymy (Phelan 150). In this project, an ethics 
of remembering builds through the ways in which naming, remembering, writing, and 
performing are interwoven via the shared work they do enacting metonymic displacement, 
repetition, and “slide.” This “additive and associative” ethics can’t be stitched up into a 
commandment, because the everyday and its opportunities for encountering memorial objects—
photographs, benches, shoes—are marked by their dynamic contingency. This ethics, like the 
repetition of my haunted writing and the metonymic meaning of the empty shoe, refuses 
sedimentation.   
 This provisional, situated ethics has followed Das’s assertion that we can think of the 
ethical as “the labor of bringing about an eventual everyday from the actual everyday” (134). As 
such, this project has traced circulations of the everyday and its ephemera in memorial contexts. 
It has been about performances of naming the dead that adhere to ordinary objects and arise from 
ordinary encounters. I began this dissertation by asking how our acts of naming or signifying the 
dead illustrate the ethical, epistemological, and performative possibilities—and limitations—of 
the name as a commemorative marker. I asked: In what ways do our acts of naming the dead 
condition other, hopefully better, futures? I also wanted to know how practices of naming or 
signifying the dead articulate the felt quality of embodied relations to people-past, and how to 




compels us to name? I asked. The project’s key claims in relation to these questions are, like its 
emergent ethics, situated and provisional while simultaneously constellating into a heuristic for 
approaching metonymic critical memory work.  
 This project argues that remembering is not inherently ethical, despite Sontag’s 
suggestion to the contrary. More broadly, I argue that we cannot conceive of any of our 
signifying activities as inherently ethical. The possibilities and limitations of the name becomes 
an open question, again, in each scene of memory I have performed here and in each “additive 
and associative” turn of metonymy. There is always another scene waiting in the performative 
expansion of the metonym, as if just around the corner of signification, and in each scene the 
question of the name is posed anew. The commemorative meaning or status of the name is never 
settled across contexts but instead operates metonymically: both as a sign to which memorial 
meanings come to “stick” through repetition, but also through its propensity to slide, slipping 
established meanings to inaugurate new significations.116 And in both its “stickiness” and its 
slipperiness, the name must be understood as haunted by that which exceeds our attempts to read 
the scene contextually. The ethical possibilities of the name within a particular scene can 
likewise be read metonymically in at least two ways: by attending to the name’s specific 
metonymic behavior and by understanding that, given that behavior, the critic can only ever 
arrive at the point “adjacent to” the fullness of the name’s meaning in a particular memorial 
context.  
 I contend now, in the end, that it is equally impossible to speak generally about the 
performative possibilities of the name as a commemorative marker. The name’s performative 
possibilities inhere in performances of naming. As Diamond suggests, performativity in its 
 




repetition “comes to rest on a performance.” She draws on Butler to argue, “When 
performativity materializes as performance in that risky and dangerous negotiation between a 
doing (a reiteration of norms) and a thing done (discursive conventions that frame our 
interpretations), between somebody’s body and the conventions of embodiment, we have access 
to cultural meaning and critique” (5, emphasis original). The practice of naming the dead 
“materializes as performance” in the act of naming—not as an isolated or singular instance but 
as a particular instantiation of an iterative practice marked by difference. It is in the context of 
this materialization that we can begin to make claims that constellate a wide range of 
performative possibilities for the name. The name, I have found, can draw its reader/viewer into 
relation of address-ability with the dead; in the context of the transatlantic slave trade, it can 
reinscribe its own founding violence; it can raise questions about privacy and the reduction of a 
woman’s life to its place in the master narrative of Auschwitz. The name can expand, 
metonymically, sliding to allow material objects like empty shoes to signify the loss of both 
named and unnamed dead.  
  One of the through lines of this project is concern with writing as itself a practice of 
remembering. This writing rejects unspeakability, as I argued in relation to remembering slavery, 
but embraces unknowability. This unknowability repeats: Minka; the girl who came to be called 
“Priscilla”; the spectral, literary Beloved; the child whose small white shoe so moved me at 
Majdanek; the excesses of Emma González’s performance of silence. It follows Benjamin in 
“seizing” openings and possibilities for remembering, differently, as they arise—and seeks to 
create these possibilities (Benjamin, “On the Concept of History” 390). I offer this writing as a 
response to what Oliver would call the address-ability of its subjects. While writing, as a practice 




search of an ethics of remembering must seek to match its own calls to attention, imagination, 
and care.  
 Writing is an embodied practice of memory. In this work, this embodiment has become 
inextricable from what I have called my “proximity” to the scenes of memory I engage. This 
proximity has emerged as its own point for ethical consideration. How close can or should the 
critic draw herself to the scene of memory? How closely can or should we approach grief, joy, 
trauma, terror that is not and will never be our own? When is our approach to the dead welcome, 
and when is it disruptive? What is the difference between honoring the dead and “prowling” 
through the archive in pursuit of someone who may want to be left alone (Krug 9)? These 
questions remain productively unsettled, even now. 
 In the context of remembering the dead, proximity is both real and imaginary. I have 
traveled to scenes of memory, been close enough to touch archival documents and artifacts, 
smelled the decay of decades-old leather shoes, sat on the bench on the edge of the water at 
Sullivan’s Island. I have imagined myself buckling a small white shoe for a child who wasn’t old 
enough to do it herself. I have rowed with Minka—and gone looking for her in an archive to find 
that she had disappeared, leaving behind only the unsettled question of my relation to this 
woman and her photograph. It is from this real and imagined proximity to the past that I slide to 
one final concern. How can our practices of naming the dead make possible better futures, when 
futurity as such is both close enough to touch and a long way off, “slipping time” and resistant to 
the linear path of “progress”?117 To return to Das: What good is remembering in our cultivation 
of an “eventual everyday”?  
 




 The answer to this question hinges on the idea of “memory work.” This project is an 
example of a project that “works on memory” or “does memory work.” It also suggests that 
remembering is work. That is, “memory work” takes on a literal connotation: it invokes the labor 
of memory. I move forward—and back to the eventual everyday—from this doubled meaning. 
Memory is a sphere of relations in which the work of the labor toward an eventual everyday can 
be practiced, repeated, performed and then performed again, failed at and tried and tried and 
tried, until maybe one day we learn how to treat both the living and the dead better. “Better” here 
is bursting to excess with the ethical demands of this project: to treat the living and the dead with 
due respect, with an eye toward justice, as co-performative subjects, as deserving of care, as 
worth far more than a one dollar and five cent donation from the gun lobby. The fact that 
memory work (like the name, and like writing) constantly displaces that which it seeks compels 
this work to repetition. Each performance of remembering the dead is thus also part of practicing 
for more ethical future encounters with the equally unknowable, complex subjectivities of the 
living. Das locates her “ordinary ethics” in “habitual actions,” arguing for “habit as the site on 
which the working of ordinary ethics can be traced” (142). What I am concerned with here is 
cultivating ethical encounters with the dead as habitual actions that guide more thoughtful 
relations with the living.118 Further, practicing remembering across difference and interrogating 
the rememberer’s place in the legacies of violent pasts open up possibilities for these rehearsals 
 
118 As Ballif argues, “the address to, with, from the dead other is always already the very 
condition of possibility for the address and that mourning, the impossible work of mourning, 
haunts the possibility of address, constituting the ethical relation between the self and the other, 
the otherness of the self, and the otherness of the other” (456). I am thinking about this 
“condition of possibility for the address” in terms of praxis—that remembering the dead is a 




of ethical orientation to structure more just political relations or better ways of being together in 
power.  
 This project oscillates between the everyday and the extraordinary. Those whom it 
remembers—Minka, the girl who came to be known as Priscilla, the named and unnamed 
individuals whose empty shoes are on display in Majdanek, the students whose deaths at Marjory 
Stoneman Douglas High School were the impetus for the Monument to our Kids and the March 
for Our Lives—were subjected to catastrophic ethical and political failures. Each became 
enmeshed in violence that exceeds the everyday, and many died under extraordinary 
circumstances. And yet I have encountered them in the register of the everyday. This is not 
incidental, nor is it accidental. Instead, it reflects my status as an ordinary critic, an ordinary 
citizen whose sphere of operation is the everyday. This project understands that the realm of 
ordinary objects and choices to pay attention, to pause and honor and care and grieve and look in 
the mirror and imagine what is possible, is the space in which most of us operate. What I have 
sought is something of an answer to the question of what we can do to actualize more just futures 
from here: from the midst of the ordinary, everyday circumstances in which we find ourselves.119  
 The everyday is also a warning. As Henry Laurens’s writings and Elias Ball’s property 
records illustrate, many histories that we now understand as extraordinarily violent or unjust 
were accepted as “everyday” by those who enjoyed positions of relative power and security. 
Even as we inhabit the everyday, we must interrogate it for signs of what Benjamin calls 
 
119 Das also deals with extraordinary violence in her theorization of ethics, but her focus is on 
recovery from that violence: “I too take up events that shatter the ordinary modes of living, but I 
locate the ethical there in precisely the small acts that allow life to be knitted together pair by 
pair” (139). She writes that “the opposite move of sensing how the quotidian asserts itself within 
scenes of violence of a more massive scale is worth tracking. It offers a picture of healing that is 




“moments of danger”—the danger that those of us who enjoy relative power and security in this 
historical “now” may make memory a “tool of the ruling classes” (“On the Concept of History” 
391).   
 The remembering I advocate exceeds the kind of instrumentality toward which Benjamin 
gestures, or the use of memory for given political interests. To the contrary, it is a way of 
preparing an “eventual everyday”: a future where interactions are structured through the kinds of 
attention and care this project practices. This remembering cannot be primarily instrumental 
precisely because that instrumentality would disrupt the purpose of memory’s work—would 
disrupt the practice of perfecting care and attention to the dead. Rather, framing memory as a 
performance space for practicing more ethical relations has the added benefit of insisting on the 
possibility for imagined and felt intersubjective connections to the dead. This is, for me, a critical 
distinction in keeping with my commitment to the people I have remembered through the work 
of this project.  
 As an always unfinished project, this dissertation leaves open many questions for further 
research and writing. Among these: How do the ethical considerations I have outlined for 
remembering expand and slide as we move beyond the everyday and the ephemeral to interact 
with monumental sites? How might my cultivated attention to Minka’s photograph or the child’s 
shoe in Majdanek serve a reading of a site that memorializes death beyond or without recourse to 
the specificity of an imagined body? What other readings of the memorial bench at Sullivan’s 
Island are possible if I think beyond the un-named child, “Priscilla,” to trace the bench as an 
archive of anonymity? What might it look like to intervene and remake public memorial contexts 
that are founded on archives of violence? What spectral possibilities exist for the dead whose 




question emerges directly from my work charting the ghostly (re)appearances of “Priscilla” in 
chapter three, and it takes up Achille Mbembe’s assertion that the archive stops the dead from 
“stirring up disorder in the present” by offering them a “consecrated” resting place in return for 
their silence (22, 25). In turn then, what possibilities for the ghost might emerge if I begin from 
the perspective that the girl called “Priscilla” is equipped to undo the domesticating power of the 
archive by virtue of her misnaming? Following my discussion of “adjacent grief” in chapter four, 
my emergent ethics of remembering might be put in further conversation with Butler’s Frames of 
War. Butler suggests that in the context of contemporary wars, some lives are considered 
“grievable” and some are considered “ungrievable.” How might a call to deeper affective 
engagement with scenes of commemoration yield more capacious definitions of “grievability” 
and further articulate this memorial ethics to both contemporary politics and the intimate 
everyday? Which brings me back to the preface of this work: how will I finally decide to 
remember my sister, if and when the time comes?  
I already know the answer to this one: I will never remember her finally. If someday the 
time comes (and it may not! I remind myself), the fear that marks my prememory of loss will 
yield to the impossible, excessive, uncontainable task of remembering, and I will work at it in 
and through the everyday, every day, as it works on me.120 What Patraka calls “goneness” will 
morph, become instead her—our—“going on-ness.”121 The supplement to sister will always, in 
the end, be “sister.”  
 
120 I discuss “prememory” in the dissertation’s preface, citing Susan Brison.  
 
121 See Patraka, “Spectacles of Suffering: Performing presence, absence, and historical memory 




 The everyday is a warning, but it can also be triumph. The Benjaminian “storm of 
progress” can be, and has been, interrupted (“On the Concept of History” 392). Minka was not in 
Europe in 1943. Slave voyages were intercepted, and tens of thousands of stolen men, women, 
and children were repatriated in Freetown. A teenage girl stands silent on a stage, and another 
vomits on that same stage, and together they disrupt memorial conventions and demand change 
to dangerous gun laws. I have almost stopped holding my breath. I will always be poised to 
begin, again. 
Footprints in the Ash  
 
 By way of a final repetition, I return to the start. In June of 2019, I traveled to Auschwitz-
Birkenau and was overtaken by names. They interrupted my experience of the camp as a 
memorial, overwhelmed my tenuous ability to overlay years of study and two-dimensional maps 
onto the historical site in which I found myself. They caught me off guard, moved me, compelled 
me to attention as I walked from building to building. Names. Everywhere. There are names 
everywhere. What is it about remembering that compels us to name? 
 The day I was overtaken by names in Auschwitz-Birkenau, I was looking for Minka’s 
photograph. She was not there when I looked for her at the United States Holocaust Memorial 
Museum, but I was certain I would find her at Auschwitz. I was looking for the photograph’s 
original, there in the archive where I knew it was kept. I contacted the archivist ahead of time, let 
him know that I was in search of a photograph from the collection that was brought to the camp 
from the Będzin and Sosnowiec ghettos, and received confirmation of my visit. When I arrived 




catalogues the photographs. I was able to pick her out quickly, as I had been directed to this same 
book just weeks before at the USHMM, after I realized that the rower was missing.122  
 I am led to a small reading room. I sit with the book open in front of me, assuming but 
suddenly not sure that the archivist will come back with something more than this catalogue that 
I have already seen. It is 11:30 in the morning, and I have just arrived at the camp for the day. I 
am on edge as I look out the second-floor window at barbed wire and red brick. This is my first 
experience of Auschwitz: sitting in a repurposed camp building, looking out the window, waiting 
for Minka.  
 The archivist returns. He has no other information about the woman in the photograph. I 
cannot see the original photograph, he tells me, because it is not in the archives. It is in 
conservation. I cannot go to conservation because they are hosting an event. I see the building he 
indicates from the second-floor window, right across the fence. This is as close as I will get to 
the photograph. I email a conservationist but hear nothing back.  
 In many ways, this is the only fitting end to this search. I was still, as Derrida would say, 
“en mal d’archive: in need of archives.” To be en mal d’archive is “to burn with a passion. It is 
never to rest, interminably, from searching for the archive right where it slips away.” Archive 
fever: “to have a compulsive, repetitive, and nostalgic desire for the archive, an irrepressible 
desire to return to the origin, a homesickness, a nostalgia for the return to the most archaic place 
of absolute commencement” (“Archive Fever” 57). I am en mal d’archive, chasing this 
photograph around the world, from my childhood home in Florida to Weiss’s house in 
 
122 The book is a Polish volume, translated into English as Before They Perished: Photographs 
Found in Auschwitz. The photo album is nearly 500 pages and is accompanied by a separate 
catalogue guide that provides identificatory information for the photographs. Unlike The Last 
Album, it is not meant for wide public circulation. I first saw it at the USHMM in 2019. The 




Philadelphia and to D.C., and now Auschwitz, in an “irrepressible desire to return to the origin.” 
The satisfaction of such a desire is impossible.  
 Derrida illustrates the impossibility of reaching this “place of absolute commencement” 
through the figure of Norbert Hanold. Hanold is Wilhelm Jensen’s protagonist in his novella 
Gradiva, and for a brief moment in Jensen’s text it looks like Hanold’s archaeological work 
allows him to do the impossible: to re-member the dead directly, face to face, with unmediated 
access to the origin of the signifying chain. Hanold’s obsession begins with a pair of sandaled 
feet, set in an ancient bas-relief, frozen mid-step. The woman in Hanold’s bas-relief has a 
particular gait, and so he names her accordingly: “Gradiva,” “the girl splendid in walking” 
(Jensen 5). Hanold imagines that this woman must have been from Pompeii, and he eventually 
ends up in the ruined city in search of her. As an archaeologist, he was looking for a “trace” of 
Gradiva “in a literal sense—for, with her unusual gait, she must have left behind in the ashes a 
foot-print different from all the others” (47). And then, something extraordinary happens. In the 
noon hour, Pompeii comes alive with ghosts, and Hanold meets the woman whom he has named 
after her distinctive gait. “He had found what he was looking for, what had driven him 
unconsciously to Pompeii; Gradiva continued her visible existence in the noonday spirit hour and 
sat there before him as, in the dream, he had seen her on the steps of the Temple of Apollo” (53-
54).  
 After several days of meeting at noon, it becomes clear that this young woman is not the 
return-to-life of Gradiva, the ancient woman from the bas-relief. She is in fact a woman well 
known to Hanold, but unrecognized in his focus on Gradiva: Zoë Bertgang, the daughter of a 
zoologist who is conducting research locally. As the novella closes, Hanold decides to marry her 




“Gradiva rediviva Zoë Bertgang” walk across the Pompeiian stepping stones, just as he had 
imagined of the woman in the bas-relief (111, 117-118). 
 It is sometime around the turn of the twentieth century when Hanold goes looking for 
footprints left in the ash in 79 AD. When he arrives in Pompeii and meets “Gradiva” in the 
ancient city, it seems that this search for footprints—for an impression preserved in ash for 
nearly two millennia—has led him to the woman herself. Isn’t this the dream of archival work? 
“Hanold suffers from archive fever,” Derrida writes (“Archive Fever” 61). He comes to Pompeii 
looking for “the very ashes, where the singular imprint, like a signature, barely distinguishes 
itself from the impression.” He is in search of “[a]n archive without archive, where, suddenly 
indiscernible from the impression of its imprint, Gradiva’s footstep speaks by itself” (Derrida 
61). Hanold is looking for Gradiva’s step in the ash, where the woman herself is coextensive 
with that which remains through the impression of her foot.  
 It’s an impossible search, much like my search for Minka. And I have just been told that I 
cannot see the photograph that brought me to the archives this morning. My guided tour is not 
until later in the afternoon, so I am suddenly faced with several unscheduled hours at Auschwitz. 
During the busy summer months, visiting the exhibits in Auschwitz I requires timed entry 
tickets, whereas Birkenau is accessible without tickets. So I leave the archives in Auschwitz I 
and take the bus to Birkenau for the time being, where I am not on a tour, given my early arrival, 
but follow the tour guide’s general route through the camp. It is so hot; the grass is so green; I 
can still smell fire at the ruins of one of the crematoria; my feet are getting dusty, even this early 
in the day.  
 And then I am caught off guard. Names. Everywhere. There are names everywhere. They 




they held women selected to die in the gas chamber. There are original drawings behind glass in 
the children’s block, but this is something else. These are post-war inscriptions, etched on camp 
surfaces by visitors. Intake of breath. “Oh.” The performative dawn of the ghost in the body, and 
once again, the ghost is the proper name. Proper names, plural, scattered across surfaces, 
sometimes one or two, sometimes countless inscriptions carved over one another, layered past 
the edges of legibility.   
 Why? What is it about remembering that compels us to name?  
 It isn’t until I enter the second or third building that I work up the courage to gently touch 
one of the inscriptions. As I suspected, the name is etched, literally dug into the whitewash. I 
quickly pull my hand away. What is it that I’m worried about? That I am going to somehow wipe 
away this name, this footprint in the ash, that I will efface this impressed presence? Or am I 
afraid that the camp, these names, and the impossibility of memory will leave its trace on me? Or 
maybe I’m worried that someone will walk in and see me touching this wall and assume that I, 
too, have left my name in the camp. I haven’t. I didn’t. But I cannot shake the image of those 
walls.  
 These names re-engage the performative slide of the metonym. Anything is possible in 
that space between signifiers, and here new meaning emerges with respect to our signifying 
practices vis-à-vis the dead. Naming the dead has become, on the walls of Auschwitz-Birkenau, 
naming ourselves to the dead. This act of inscription takes its place among the performances of 
memory I have charted through this project: touching photographs, sitting on benches, imagining 
ourselves buckling shoes, naming ourselves to the dead. I once envisioned remembering myself 
to Minka: addressing myself to the historical woman in the photograph, responding to her 




Might the names on the walls also be a form of address? I add this to the list of possibilities that 
animate these names, a list which never settles, only expands, metonymically, like piles of shoes 
or name after name etched in layers on a wall: vandalism, repetition, excess, presence, I was 
here, I cannot find the words, I am compelled to do something, I am addressing myself to the 
dead.  
 Derrida writes that when the archaeologist Hanold goes looking for Gradiva’s footprint at 
Pompeii, he “dreams this irreplaceable place, the very ashes, where the singular imprint, like a 
signature, barely distinguishes itself from the impression” (“Archive Fever” 61, emphasis 
added). The futility of Hanold’s search is signaled here in the image of the signature, which 
Derrida argues elsewhere “must have a repeatable, iterable, imitable form; it must be able to 
detach itself from the present and singular intention of its production” if it is going to be 
“legible” (“Signature Event Context” 328). While the signature is defined by its “maintenance” 
of the presence of the signer—by its evocation of “nowness”—it is not legible as signature 
unless it is “able to detach itself” from “the present and singular intention of its production” 
(328). That is, for the signature to be read as signature, it must give up its singularity. It must 
give up its claim to the presence of the signer. Likewise, the footprint in the ash is “unfindable” 
because “the possibility of the archiving trace, this simple possibility, can only divide the 
uniqueness. Separating the impression from the imprint” (“Archive Fever” 62, emphasis 
original).  
 And yet. These names are not archived traces. They are in the walls, “still living mark[s] 
on a substrate, a surface, a place of origin,” and when my hand ghosted over an inscription, I, 
like Hanold, dreamt “of reliving the singular pressure or impression which Gradiva’s step, the 




inimitable about it, must have left in the ashes” (Derrida, “Archive Fever” 61). Like a footprint 
in the ash, if these names are removed from the walls they will cease to exist—they will be 
wiped away, signified “vandalism” and erased in service of a return to “authenticity.” If the 
names are assimilated to the larger project of memorial work at Auschwitz, it will be in their own 
displacement, in their effacement. Today, we come to Auschwitz—all the way “here,” to the 
uncontainable here of this place—to enact Derrida’s “search for… traces in a literal sense” (61). 
What I found, what took me by surprise, was the inscribed remainders of so many other searches, 
of so many other searchers: so many signatures, their furtive, crudely etched lines and entwined 
impressions exceeding and escaping the signature’s normative “repeatable, iterable, imitable 
form.”   
 Derrida writes of the archival “principle of consignation”—“that is,” he says, the 
principle “of gathering together” (“Archive Fever” 10). The archive “consign[s] through 
gathering together signs” (emphasis original). The walls at Auschwitz, these non-archival 
archives, covered in names that slip the conventions of the signature, “consign” visitors through 
the act of inscription. They gather together, here, in this “irreplaceable place,” as if trying to 
remain. Why? Do they think that remaining here, in the tensive space of possibility between 
impression and imprint, will provide some sort of company for the dead? Do they think that 
naming themselves to the dead will render settled or stable our performances of memory? The 
fact is that these performances are marked not by stability or settledness but by appearance and 
disappearance and reappearance: by the time of remembering, by the instant of attention, by the 
Benjaminian “flash” of the past, by the “out of joint” temporality of the ghost, by the unfinished 
and constantly (re)negotiated give-and-take of meaning-making, by women who row in and out 




are just names on the walls—not a “consignation” of rememberer and remembered, but simple 
(if controversial) tourist markings. But not in this moment. When I stand close to the wall, gather 
there with its inscriptions, the name “animates me, and I animate it,” following Barthes’s 
description of the photographic punctum (20). The name is, as always, unsettled: the people who 
made these etchings named themselves to the dead, but as I reach out my hand it is as if they 
have named themselves to me, too.  
 I don’t dare touch another name the rest of the time I am in Auschwitz. But here, now, in 
the end, I imagine another set of footprints. This time they are not Gradiva’s but instead belong 
to Beloved. These footprints close out Morrison’s novel and open this concluding chapter: 
“Down by the stream in back of 124 her footprints come and go, come and go. They are so 
familiar. Should a child, an adult place his feet in them, they will fit. Take them out and they 
disappear again as though nobody ever walked there” (324). Perhaps that’s why I pulled back so 
quickly: because it somehow felt like my hand fit, here in the metonymic remainder of this other, 
anonymous hand. Who is this—this inscriptive presence, this one-time tourist? Do they continue 
to think about Auschwitz, remember carving their name in the wall? Who was she—the woman 
who wore those red summer sandals to Auschwitz? Who was she—the person who carried 
Minka’s photograph to the camp in 1943? These questions are displaced by their always-
incomplete answers, by the unknowability of the people who appear there on the other side of 
their names and their shoes and the photographs they cherished. I name myself to them, an 
offering, a metonymic expression of my own remembering-self. Dusty brown summer sandals 
tucked away in a closet attest that I—we—walked there. I imagine our footprints, watch them 
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